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        Three Ways to Handle an Awkward Thanksgiving
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.By the time I was 19 years old, I had quit college and was working a job thousands of miles from my family. With no money, my first Thanksgiving away from home promised to be a lonely one--until a local couple invited me to spend the holiday at their house with their extended family. They warned me, however, that this gathering would also include a ne'er-do-well cousin named Jeffrey. No one saw hi...

      

      
        The Most Controversial Game on the Internet
        Elaine Godfrey

        One morning earlier this month, I slammed my laptop shut. I was four cups of coffee deep and full of rage. My hands shook, and my vision blurred. It wasn't politics, my usual subject matter, that had sent me spiraling.It was Wyna Liu.Liu is the New York Times editor who makes Connections, the online puzzle that is both the blessing and the bane of my mornings--and the days of millions of other people who regularly spend time tangling with Liu's creation. Connections, which was released in 2023 by ...

      

      
        Why Are You Still Cooking With That?
        Hanna Rosin

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsWe warned you last month to "Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula." In a recent study conducted about consumer products, researchers concluded kitchen utensils had some of the highest levels of flame retardants, which you do not want anywhere near your hot food. After the article was published, its author received reports, possibly exaggerated, of people in Burlington, Vermont, throwing their black plastic spatulas out en...

      

      
        Always a Girlboss, Never a Tradwife
        Hannah Giorgis

        By the time Martha Stewart rose to fame, family life in the United States looked very different than it had during her childhood. American mothers had entered the workforce en masse, and when Stewart's first book was published, in 1982, many women were no longer instructing their daughters on the finer points of homemaking fundamentals like cooking meals from scratch or hosting holiday gatherings. Stewart's meticulous guides to domestic life ended up filling a maternal vacuum for many of her fans...

      

      
        A Late Win for Biden in the Middle East
        Hussein Ibish

        On Tuesday, Israel and Hezbollah, the Iranian-backed militant group in Lebanon, agreed to a cease-fire. The arrangement is a win for outgoing President Joe Biden, who has followed a hapless policy course through a calamitous year for the Middle East.Ever since the Hamas attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, the Biden administration's goal in the Middle East has been to contain the conflict. That policy didn't exactly succeed: The fighting spread to Lebanon and even led to exchanges of fire between...

      

      
        The Perception Gap That Explains American Politics
        Stephen Hawkins and Daniel Yudkin

        In the aftermath of the 2024 presidential election, some commentators have argued that Americans don't believe that the Democratic Party shares their political priorities. According to a large survey we conducted immediately after the election, these critics are onto something. Americans overwhelmingly--but, it turns out, mistakenly--believe that Democrats care more about advancing progressive social issues than widely shared economic ones.More in Common, a nonprofit, nonpartisan research organizat...

      

      
        The Musical Blockbuster That Didn't Play By the Rules
        Shirley Li

        When Mean Girls, the musical remake of the 2004 film, hit theaters in January, the film appeared to shock audiences for, well, being a musical. Theatergoers recorded the moment that their fellow viewers realized what kind of movie it was; in one video, the crowd groans loudly as soon as a character starts singing, before laughing at their own reactions. But the studio behind the remake wasn't surprised by these responses. "We didn't want to run out and say it's a musical," Marc Weinstock, Paramou...

      

      
        Thanksgiving Recipes Keep Getting More Outlandish
        Ellen Cushing

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Sometimes, at a party or on the internet, you will encounter someone who is unimpressed by human ingenuity. The pace of technological progress has stalled, they'll say. Our art is getting dumber. We aren't as creative as we used to be.I suggest those people Google the phrase twist on Thanksgiving, becau...

      

      
        Aftermath
        Susan Mitchell

        Of what, you may ask--love affair, divorce, death, storm
illness, joy, betrayal, revelation, blessing?

In my courtyard, a heap of stuff blown from many directions--
wet socks, branch about to bloom, TV antenna
bent-over window screen, a sandbag without sand.

I could set up shop, sell broken merchandise
to the broken, sell wails and sobs to the grieving.

Come by and buy this day with trees
uprooted and boughs
fallen, with flooded kitchens honking geese and two
ravens solemn as undertakers in blac...

      

      
        The International Criminal Court's Folly
        Eugene Kontorovich

        The warrants issued by the International Criminal Court against Israel's prime minister and former defense minister represent many historic firsts. They would be the court's first prosecutions of leaders in a liberal Western democracy, and represent the first time anyone has been charged with the "crime of starvation"; the first time the court has accused a country of war crimes during a defensive war against an external invader; and the first prosecution of a non-member state at the bequest of a...

      

      
        The International Criminal Court Shows Its Mettle
        Arash Azizi

        Passing judgment on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was never going to be simple for the International Criminal Court. Even harder than acting fairly and impartially would be appearing to have done so, in a conflict that stirs fierce passions the world over.On top of that, equality before the law is a basic principle of justice, but until this point, the ICC has mainly prosecuted authoritarian and non-Western leaders. Almost all of the court's top funders are Western democracies or their allies....

      

      
        Moderation Is Not the Same Thing as Surrender
        Jonathan Chait

        Before this month's elections, when Democratic candidates were being attacked for letting transgender athletes compete in girls' sports, trans-rights activists and their allies had a confident answer: They had nothing to fear, because anti-trans themes were a consistent loser for Republicans. That position became impossible to maintain after the elections, when detailed research showed that the issue had done tremendous damage to Kamala Harris and other Democrats. In fact, the third-most-common r...

      

      
        When Haruki Murakami Takes His Own Magic for Granted
        Randy Boyagoda

        Haruki Murakami's new novel, The City and Its Uncertain Walls, features an imaginary world that is both intricate and baffling: A parallel universe contains a walled city, which contains a library, which contains orbs that contain people's dreams. Exploring them is an unnamed, middle-aged narrator accompanied by a teenage girl whom he somehow met decades ago. Moving back and forth between this universe and mundane reality, he begins to wonder which version of himself is the real one--the "Dream Re...

      

      
        The Fox News Rebound
        David A. Graham

        Updated at 11:50 a.m. ET on November 27, 2024Four years ago, the long-running Fox News juggernaut suddenly looked precarious. The 2020 elections proved a major threat, as viewers abandoned the network and huge lawsuits threatened its coffers. Today, Donald Trump is headed back to the White House, and he's bringing a brigade of former Fox talent with him--a symbolic expression of the Murdoch-owned channel's astonishing comeback.Leading the list are Pete Hegseth, a former frequent Fox presence who i...

      

      
        What Comes Next for Air Travel
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The list of air-travel fiascos this past year reads like a verse of "We Didn't Start the Fire": A chunk of plane fell off mid-flight. Boeing workers went on strike. A CrowdStrike software issue grounded thousands of planes worldwide. A major airline merger was blocked. Passengers were terribly unruly.An...

      

      
        The Road Dogs of the American West
        Andrew Aoyama

        Photographs by Bryan SchutmaatDrive far enough into Texas from the Louisiana border, and you'll see the ground dry, the earth crumble into dust. Eventually, the photographer Bryan Schutmaat told me, the strip malls fade into the rearview mirror, the landscape opens, and the American West begins.Schutmaat has long been fascinated by the West; as he toured with punk bands in his teens and early 20s, he felt himself drawn to the region and its open space. His new book, Sons of the Living, documents ...

      

      
        Kendrick Lamar Makes His Point Clearer
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Mid is a perfect bit of new slang for a culture in which quantity is crushing quality, in which you can stream endlessly and feel nothing. What's also fitting is that the word has become a favorite diss in the rap world, the musical genre that has helped pioneer what mediocrity means today. To be clear: Hip-hop is our era's most dynamic art form. But it's also a content template, an expressive mode, that invites anyone with a mic and some talent to spam the internet with raw thoughts set to beats...

      

      
        My Home Is a Horror of Unfinished Tasks
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,Unless there is money attached or a truly significant deadline (impending wedding, house sale, moving van arriving), I never seem to complete what I begin. I have so man...

      

      
        Thanksgiving Should Be in October
        Ellen Cushing

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.You are so tired! I can tell because I'm tired too. In a couple of days, tens of millions of Americans will get on planes or trains or highways, crunching our limbs in godless ways for hours on end, worrying if we left the stove on or packed enough layers. We will fight the crowds, brave the chaos, pay the money. And then we will get to wherever we're going, and we'll eat. It will probably be lovely, or maybe...

      

      
        A Horror Movie About an Atheist Who Won't Shut Up
        McKay Coppins

        This article contains spoilers for the movie Heretic.When I was a Mormon missionary in Texas in the early 2000s, my companions and I used to get strange phone calls from a man with a British accent named Andrew. We didn't know who he was, or how he'd gotten the numbers for a bunch of Church-owned cellphones, but the calls always went the same. He would begin in a friendly mode, feigning interest in our lives and work. Then, gradually, the questions would turn confrontational as he revealed his tr...

      

      
        The AI War Was Never Just About AI
        Matteo Wong

        For almost two years now, the world's biggest tech companies have been at war over generative AI. Meta may be known for social media, Google for search, and Amazon for online shopping, but since the release of ChatGPT, each has made tremendous investments in an attempt to dominate in this new era. Along with start-ups such as OpenAI, Anthropic, and Perplexity, their spending on data centers and chatbots is on track to eclipse the costs of sending the first astronauts to the moon.To be successful,...

      

      
        Taylor Swift Is a Perfect Example of How Publishing Is Changing
        Lora Kelley

        Among the details on Target's product page for the official Taylor Swift Eras Tour commemorative book--256 pages; 500 images and personal reflections written by Swift--was one unusual tidbit buried under the header "Specifications." Most of Swift's fans surely glossed over the section, which provided information less relevant than the book's cost ($39.99) and release date (in stores on Black Friday and online the next day). But the book industry noticed: Her publisher is listed as "Taylor Swift Pub...

      

      
        Is Ambivalence Killing Parenthood?
        Jerusalem Demsas

        Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket CastsThe question of whether to have kids sits at the awkward intersection of intensely personal decisions and important policy issues. That dynamic can lead to societal confusion. Policy makers and researchers debate how economic policies can stop birth rates from declining, while individual people ask themselves how they want to live their life and whether that includes children.To express overt concern about why women are h...

      

      
        A Guide for the Politically Homeless
        Eliot A. Cohen

        Those of us who first became politically homeless in 2016 have lately been in a quandary: We need to figure out who we are. If we are not to succumb to the Saruman trap--going along with populist authoritarians in the foolish hope of using them for higher purposes--then we had better establish what we stand for.Labels matter in politics. They can also lose their meaning. There is, for example, nothing "conservative" about the MAGA movement, which is, in large part, reactionary, looking for a return...

      

      
        The Trump Marathon
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.In the almost three weeks since his victory in the presidential election, Donald Trump has more or less completed nominations for his Cabinet, and he and his surrogates have made a flurry of announcements. The president-elect and his team have spent much of November baiting and trolling their opponents ...
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Three Ways to Handle an Awkward Thanksgiving

Even if you're sitting down with a boorish uncle or a snippy cousin, you can do things to make the occasion a happy one.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

By the time I was 19 years old, I had quit college and was working a job thousands of miles from my family. With no money, my first Thanksgiving away from home promised to be a lonely one--until a local couple invited me to spend the holiday at their house with their extended family. They warned me, however, that this gathering would also include a ne'er-do-well cousin named Jeffrey. No one saw him the rest of the year, but he always came to Thanksgiving dinner and stirred up trouble with his controversial political opinions. Not having a dog in their fight--and, sentimentally, having a brother with the same name whom I missed a great deal--I accepted the invitation without reservation.

Sure enough, Jeffrey came ready to rumble. Provocative comments from the get-go led to disagreement and annoyance, and then to personal recrimination, shouting, and even angry tears by the end.

Your Thanksgiving probably won't be that adversarial, but you might be feeling some apprehension if, as is so commonly the case, you have relatives and loved ones with whom you differ politically. A day set aside for us to count our blessings can easily be a tense ordeal, especially at a time of intense polarization in this country. Most likely, you would prefer to avoid a bitter argument. Besides the damage that can do to relationships, you might also have noticed that even if you're well-informed and can squash someone with facts, you still don't "win." As the English poet Samuel Butler wrote in 1678, "He that complies against his will, / is of his own opinion still."

Equally, you might come off a sharp exchange frustrated, feeling that you "lost." An apt French expression--l'esprit de l'escalier, or "staircase wit"--captures the regret of realizing too late the smart, cutting thing you should have said at the time. But if you do find yourself wishing you had a better way of replying when you hear something you disagree with, you have another option: a response that doesn't insult or harm, preserves your relations with a loved one, and has a prayer of having some effect on your interlocutor's thinking. And social scientists might have just the key to what you're looking for.

Read: How Lincoln turned regional holidays into national celebrations

To avoid an ugly confrontation, knowing how arguments start and then escalate is important. They generally follow a fairly simple formula. Each side makes a claim, followed by some statement of evidence. So, for example, someone at dinner might say, "Donald Trump was a great president [claim]. The economy was excellent under his leadership [evidence]." Your immediate response might be: "I disagree [claim]. We've had more economic growth under Joe Biden [evidence]." Although the claims on one side or both might be ill-founded and the evidence flimsy, this simple exchange seems harmless enough, and certainly shouldn't spoil dinner. Yet it can still initiate a complex neurological response that is not only unproductive but actually destructive.

To begin with, as scientists showed in a series of experiments in 2021, when people disagree about politics, their brain reacts very differently from the way that it does when the people agree. People in agreement experience what is known as neural coupling, in which their brains mimic one another; this makes social harmony possible. But that occurs to a lesser extent when people disagree. The parts of the brain most active during a disagreement are those used not for social interaction but for high cognitive function. In other words, disagreements are perceived as a problem to solve, rather than as a pleasant conversation.

Next, your brain when disagreeing immediately begins to lose its ability to assess the strength of your opponent's argument relative to your own. As scholars demonstrated in a 2020 article in Nature Neuroscience, when you hear an opinion that diverges from yours, your posterior medial prefrontal cortex, which is a part of your brain responsible for discriminating between strong and weak arguments, displays a reduced level of sensitivity. In other words, you're smart when making your own argument, but instantly dumber when you hear your opponent's.

If, at this point, the argument escalates, you are likely to experience emotional flooding, in which the amygdala hijacks your powers of reasoning with anger--about what an ignorant jackass your relative is. You may now assume that no area of agreement can exist between you, a belief that in experiments is associated with the escalation of conflicts. This is when "winning" an argument seems supremely important to you, much more so than harmony at your Thanksgiving dinner. You will now find yourself emotionally disconnected from your relative, and vice versa, each of you saying things that ruin the dinner and perhaps your relationship.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to be thankful when you don't feel thankful

In the scenario described at the beginning, I witnessed a case study of the neurobiological algorithm. Days after the row, however, when everyone was in a cooler hedonic state, the couple who'd invited me reflected on the altercation. "You know, I don't even really care what Jeffrey thinks," remarked one of them. "But for some reason, I always take the bait." This candid admission holds the key to a better Thanksgiving, if you expect a Jeffrey at your table.

1. Do a cost-benefit analysis in advance.
 My friends recognized that the actual benefits of disputing with Jeffrey were nil--Who cares what he thinks?--but that the costs of an argument had been steep. Unfortunately, they did that analysis after the fact, as a postmortem tinged with regret. You can arrive at this wisdom beforehand by walking through two scenarios. In the first, you can have a meltdown, say a bunch of bitter things to show your Jeffrey how wrong he is, and then regret having lost your cool. In the second, you can incur a minor cost by disregarding Jeffrey's objectionable opinions, move the conversation toward more pleasant topics, and then realize a substantial benefit. Go into dinner with this choice of scenarios in mind, and you will enjoy much better odds of rejecting the bait.

2. Be a social scientist.
 I have conducted many studies of human behavior over the years. Never once have I been tempted to fill out one of my own surveys or participate in any of my experiments, because that would ruin the data and I wouldn't learn anything. My objective as a researcher is to watch, listen, and learn. This also happens to be a useful mindset as you walk into Thanksgiving dinner. Now that you have read a brief social-scientific analysis of how arguments operate, think of your gathering as an opportunity to observe this fascinating phenomenon. Don't contaminate the data by joining in an argument yourself; watch, listen, and learn. Not only will this practice save you a lot of grief, but the research also shows that when you are looking for mutual resolution of a dispute with someone, you can reduce the physiological hyperarousal you'd otherwise experience in the confrontation. The attitude of observation that you adopt might just calm others down too.

3. Don't forget to be thankful.
 My Harvard colleague Jennifer Lerner studies the effects of induced emotions on behavior--finding, for example, that sadness encourages smoking. In a recent study, she and her co-authors showed that induced gratitude--in common parlance, counting one's blessings--made people in the study less likely to engage in risky acts. This made me wonder whether inducing gratitude might also reduce such destructive behavior as starting a fight at the Thanksgiving table. As Lerner confirmed in an email, her research has found that gratitude does in fact change how we perceive the world, and that one effect can be to make us more patient; that could include making us more tolerant, she posited, when we gather with family.

From the January/February 2004 issue: The angry American

You may be thinking that I haven't offered the most obvious advice of all: Just don't invite Jeffrey. You'll have to decide for yourself whether excluding him from Thanksgiving is the right course of action--and that will involve weighing the strength of family ties against excluding a relative for being difficult or having what you consider to be obnoxious views.

But if what's guiding your decision making is long experience of conflict at past Thanksgivings, you may perhaps need to consider an uncomfortable question: Is it possible that you are the combative, argumentative person in the situation? If the honest answer is that perhaps, yes, you have contributed to previous family rows, you can make a resolution: Don't be a Jeffrey.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2024/11/handling-thanksgiving-conflict/680792/?utm_source=feed
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The Most Controversial Game on the Internet

Wyna Liu, the editor of the <em>New York Times</em> game <em>Connections</em>, discusses her process and the particular ire her puzzles inspire.

by Elaine Godfrey




One morning earlier this month, I slammed my laptop shut. I was four cups of coffee deep and full of rage. My hands shook, and my vision blurred. It wasn't politics, my usual subject matter, that had sent me spiraling.

It was Wyna Liu.

Liu is the New York Times editor who makes Connections, the online puzzle that is both the blessing and the bane of my mornings--and the days of millions of other people who regularly spend time tangling with Liu's creation. Connections, which was released in 2023 by the Times' Games team, is the second-most-popular Times game after Wordle. The puzzle is all about identifying words that share a common thread, which can be very satisfying. Often, though, that common thread is so thin as to be invisible. Imagine a jigsaw puzzle made of riddles. Think crossword, but evil.

One recent board--which is how Liu refers to an individual puzzle--contained the words eventually, later, next, and soon, which could be filed together under the category "At Some Future Point." Fine, good, easy enough. But in the same puzzle, another category-- "What the Outstretched Index and Middle Fingers Can Represent"--included the words peace, scissors, two, and victory. Woof. In just the past few weeks, Connections players have faced such baffling categories as "Words That Seem Longer Written Than Spoken"; "Church of England Wedding Vow Verbs"; and "Starts of Pasta Names." Yet we soldier on.

Most mornings, I can solve Connections eventually. But roughly once a week, I find myself stuck, unable to decipher Liu's secret code. She becomes my enemy. And I am not alone. People are simultaneously addicted to Liu's game and perpetually angry with her. Online, it is fashionable to be extremely dramatic about this. "Connections deserves the death penalty," one X user posted in October. "Unfortunately I believe the person in charge of nyt connections is suffering from that stage of syphilis where it starts eating your brain :/" another wrote. Once, after being stumped by Liu's daily puzzle, the Saturday Night Live comedian Bowen Yang drove by the Times office building in Manhattan, flipped it off, and posted a picture on Instagram.

All of this inspired me to reach out to Liu. I wanted to ask the puzzlemaker my most pressing Connections questions. Namely, who does she think she is? But also: Does she know that her game has us all in a chokehold? Does she hear our rage? The short answer is yes, Liu knows. And she relishes it. (On Monday, Liu's puzzle contained a sneaky reference to Yang.)

This conversation has been lightly edited for clarity.

Elaine Godfrey: So, Wyna. How did you start making Connections? Is there a puzzle school you graduated from?

Wyna Liu: I came into puzzles through crosswords. I started just avidly solving them maybe 15 years ago, and I got very into it. Then I started going to tournaments. I'm not a good solver. I compete in the loosest sense of the word, but that's where you meet the people who make and edit the puzzles. The cool thing about puzzles is that there's not a straightforward trajectory to it--there's no puzzle school. You just get to it by being a fan.

I joined the Times in 2020 as a crossword editor. Connections was pitched during a Game Jam, which is this annual event where people on the Games team get together and pitch ideas. It was pitched by a couple of my colleagues--one is an engineer, and one's in audience research. The green-light committee decided that they wanted to try it as a public beta for 60 days. They needed to assign an editor to write the daily boards, and I was the only editor that didn't have a game. I got really lucky.

Godfrey: Tell me how you make a Connections board.

Liu: There's a lot of free association, a lot of Google. I keep a notebook, and notes in my Notes app. I make the game in Google Sheets so you can click and drag the words around. You just kind of start to riff off of them. Okay, what could this mean? What could that mean? You just start word-cloud thinking about different meanings of the same word. Maybe there's three or four different options for what the word bow could mean. Bow could be something you tie, a bow could be part of a violin, a bow could be part of a ship, or it could be a bow, a gesture of respect.

So you spin off a couple of categories, and then it's a lot of massaging together. It's a lot of trial and error for me, dead ends. When it does come together, it feels very satisfying.

Read: What do crossword puzzles really test?

Godfrey: If I asked you to make a board right now, how long would it take?

Liu: It would be a super boring call. [Laughs.] On average, it takes maybe two and a half hours. At this point, I have a lot more experience doing it, so I feel more comfortable. Sometimes I really want to have a board where all the words are movie titles, or all the words begin with the same letter. That might take a little bit longer.

Godfrey: Do you make a bunch of them and then bank them for later?

Liu: Yeah, I will make a batch of seven boards a week, and I'll deliver them to my editor, Joel Fagliano, who makes the Mini crossword, and is the lead editor on our team. He'll test them, give me his notes, I will make any changes if necessary, and then send them off to our testing panel. So I am submitting boards that will be published in about a month.

Godfrey: A testing panel! How does that work?

Liu: We have some internal testers who work for the Times, and some of the people who participated in the Times' Crosswords fellowship program are testers. They get a form every week with the boards that asks questions like "On a scale from one to five, how hard was this puzzle? Did the color difficulty match with your experience? Any flags or alternate solutions?"

I find that difficulty can be subjective. Sometimes everyone's going to be like,This was a four out of five; it was really hard. But sometimes a board will get the whole range of scores.

Godfrey: There are four colors for the boards: purple, blue, green, and yellow. They correspond to levels of difficulty, right? How do you determine those?

Liu: Purple is the wordplay category. The four words in that group are not defined by their literal meanings. It's words that end with ___ or homophones or something. Blue is trivia that is maybe a bit more specialized, not just definitions. Maybe it's all movies or certain bands. Sometimes that's the hardest one. Yellow and green are other category types: They might be four things you bring to the beach, or sometimes they're all synonyms for the same word. I would say that yellow is the most straightforward.

At first, I thought, Could we have fake cards that don't belong in any category? I had all these ideas I proposed. I made these other test boards. But I think the original designers were right. I like the game as it is.

Godfrey: Oh God, if there were red-herring words ... I'd never get it done. I've been reading the subreddit for Connections. Some users say they do it all in their head first and then start solving, because that way, you can rule out being tricked by some other category. I can't do that; my brain doesn't work that way. But is there a way you're supposed to do Connections?

Liu: No! It's very cool that there's a sort of meta game element where people have different constraints that they put on themselves, different ways they like to do it. I love hearing that. The game works best when it's just solved your own way. People sometimes ask, Can I look stuff up? Is that cheating? And I'm like, yeah, look stuff up! Why not? Anything that helps you enjoy the experience of the game is not only fair, but good. The game should be in service of the solver.

Godfrey: People have such strong reactions to this game. Did you expect that?

Liu: The whole thing was a surprise. It was exciting that people really like talking about the game. Puzzles are cool in that people are very passionate about them, but they're also low-stakes. It's fun to be mad. I love being mad at stuff, so I get it.

My parents are older and extremely offline. So once, when they were like, Your cousins are talking about it!, that was meaningful.

Read: Please don't ask me to play your board game

Godfrey: I know people who get so mad at this game. Some of my colleagues wanted to know if you have some sort of quota for fill-in-the-blank categories, because they would really like you to stop doing them.

Liu: Well, to your colleagues, I'm sorry. [Laughs.] But yeah, I've definitely heard some feelings about some of the weirder categories. That's fair.

Godfrey: Did you see that Bowen Yang flipped off the New York Times building once because he was so mad at your puzzle?

Liu: What an honor. I love that. It's amazing, and he's amazing.

Godfrey: Do you get Connections hate mail?

Liu: Most of the discourse is people saying stuff like, Who do you think you are? And You'll pay for this! That's all great. I take it in the spirit that it was meant. I remember seeing one video online that was captioned "The Connections Writers room," and it was someone just taking shots and presenting ideas. [Laughs.] I don't drink! There have certainly been times where the intention is to be hurtful. I try to not take it too personally.

Godfrey: What other games do you like?

Liu: This is a little embarrassing, but I'm not good at games. Anything that involves strategy in any way, anything where there's a randomness element, where you roll a dice, or a card game where it's the luck of the draw--you don't know what you're gonna draw, and then you have to make decisions--to me, that is the most baffling thing. I just don't understand how to do it.

But I love Codenames. Even though it's competitive, it has this collaborative spirit. I love party games like Fishbowl. Sudoku--I feel like I was 15 years too late, but it feels like a very peaceful state for my brain. I love word puzzles, but I interact with them so much for work, it's nice to have something else. Cryptic crosswords are really fun.

Godfrey: Do you ever think, Okay, I actually don't want to do any more wordplay?

Liu: [Laughs.] I have a standing call to solve a cryptic crossword with my friend on the West Coast. That's very fun. But yeah, usually my way to unwind is to watch horror movies. I'lI go to crossword tournaments, but I do save a lot of my puzzling for special occasions. I don't want to burn out on puzzles.
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Why Are You Still Cooking With That?

Black plastic spatulas, nonstick pans, and other Thanksgiving cooking worries

by Hanna Rosin
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We warned you last month to "Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula." In a recent study conducted about consumer products, researchers concluded kitchen utensils had some of the highest levels of flame retardants, which you do not want anywhere near your hot food. After the article was published, its author received reports, possibly exaggerated, of people in Burlington, Vermont, throwing their black plastic spatulas out en masse. You should too.

That article was just the appetizer. This episode of Radio Atlantic is the entire meal, coming to you in time for Thanksgiving. We talk to its author, staff writer Zoe Schlanger, about every other plastic thing in your kitchen: cutting boards, nonstick pans, plastic wrap, slow cookers, sippy cups. Read it before you cook. And prepare to hassle your plastic-loving hosts. Politely.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Well, it's Thanksgiving--the day on the American calendar centered most around food, when we gather together to cook for our families and friends. And in this episode, we're going to talk about our kitchens and the things in them that we should maybe be worrying about.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And this week, we're here to ruin your Thanksgiving. A little bit. Just kidding. Mostly.

What I'm talking about is an Atlantic story from a few weeks ago that hit a nerve with people.

The headline of that story was, "Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula," and I'm joined in the studio by the author of that story, staff writer Zoe Schlanger, who writes about science and the environment. Hi, Zoe.

Zoe Schlanger: Hi, Hanna.

Rosin: Um, I have a black plastic spatula.

Schlanger: Oh no.

Rosin: I do. I've been using it for so many years that I can't--you know what, Zoe? I have two black plastic spatulas.

Schlanger: Because the first one started melting?

Rosin: (Laughs.) Because the first one just ate into my brain, and I didn't--

Schlanger: It told you to acquire a second.

Rosin: It told me to acquire a second. Exactly.

So, okay. You said the black plastic utensils are "probably leaching chemicals" into our cooking, and I want to understand why. But I will say that your story opened up a whole bunch of worries besides the spatula that I want to run by you, not just for me, but for a lot of my friends. And I'm sure that happened to you as well.

Schlanger: Oh yes.

Rosin: Yeah. Were a lot of people writing you?

Schlanger: Everyone was texting me. Someone texted me that the entire town of Burlington, Vermont, was throwing their spatulas out the window at the same time.

Rosin: (Laughs.) You know what? I absolutely believe that. That's an incredible image. Were people texting you like, What about this? And what about that? And what about this other thing?

Schlanger: Absolutely. There's a lot of discussion about how to tell silicone apart from plastic, whether different color plastic was okay, which, like--spoiler alert--probably not, but black is worse.

Rosin: I feel like what's going to happen on Thanksgiving--sorry, everyone. Happy Thanksgiving. We really do wish you the best and most peaceful Thanksgiving. People are going to be sneaking into--if they're not the cooks, they're going to be sneaking into the kitchen of whoever is cooking and, like, monitoring their kitchen utensils and implements just in case.

Schlanger: I love that.

Rosin: Anyway, it's better than political arguments, so it's not so bad.

Okay, let's start with what you wrote about. Why should I throw out my black plastic spatula? Which by the way, I haven't done. It's only because you're here with me in person in the studio.

Schlanger: So I have to convince you?

Rosin: You have to convince me face-to-face because it sounds like other people you know have thrown theirs out, but I haven't.

Schlanger: So the reason black plastic spatulas are particularly concerning, and I will caveat this by saying you should really throw out any plastic spatula you have of any color, but black plastic has this particularly noxious place in our product stream because it can't be fully recycled.

Recycling plants just ignore black plastic. They can't really see the plastic that's black, because they use optical sensors. So that means, instead of coming from a clean recycling stream, some black plastic products seem to be made out of dubious recycled products, particularly e-waste--electronic waste--often abroad with very little oversight.

And electronics are imbued, often, with flame retardants. So we're talking about, like, the black plastic housing on your computer monitor or your cell phone or your keyboard. Those can all have flame retardants in them to keep them from catching fire. And flame retardants are associated with a huge range of health hazards, from cancer, diabetes, thyroid issues.

And then they may end up remolded into implements that are touching your food, which they were never meant to be part of. And then you use those implements with heat and oil, which are all things that encourage these compounds in the plastic to migrate out of the object. And then you just eat a lot more of those gross things.

Rosin: Wow. That was a lot. I'm going to slow that down, so I understand. Okay, there are so many facts I learned there. I just want to make sure I learned them correctly. Black plastic is probably recycled from electronics?

Schlanger: Right. Not all of it is. Certainly there could be new, pure black plastic that is not coming from recycled e-waste, but there's no way to tell.

Rosin: Now, regular plastic in a recycling facility gets rid of these toxins--is that what happens? Like, it can notice them and get rid of them, but in black plastic it just can't be treated properly?

Schlanger: No, actually. There's lots of toxins in all recycled plastic, but we're mostly just talking about flame retardants here. And in the U.S. and in lots of other places, there are laws against or rules against combining electronic waste with the general-consumer recycling flow. So really, these flame retardants are never supposed to get into your consumer products, but they are.

Rosin: Okay, so that's the black plastic. It can have flame retardants in it. It might come from e-waste. What about gray, white, red--all the other color spatulas? I do have two black ones and one gray one. So what about those?

Schlanger: Why plastic, though? It's just, it's--well, first of all, from a purely utilitarian perspective, plastic's just a terrible thing to use when you're dealing with a hot pan.

I mean, the thing melts. It's just not a very durable product. But plastic of all colors probably has stuff in it that you don't really want interacting with your food. I mean, at the very bottom of this long list is microplastics. If you have a piece of plastic that you're using regularly in the kitchen, it's sloughing off microplastics into your food.

Rosin: No matter what? This is nothing to do with heat. It's just giving off little flakes?

Schlanger: It's, like, use.

Rosin: Dandruff--just like plastic dandruff is coming off.

Schlanger: (Laughs.) Exactly like dandruff. I mean, one thing I also noticed in people's kitchens is how common a plastic cutting board is. And that's just you slicing chunks of plastic into your tomatoes every single time. And I get why people have it. It's easier to make it sanitary, and they wash quite well. But it's just not worth it. You can use anything else.

The other problem with most plastics is that there are other molecules in that material--in that base polymer--that are added there to make the plastic flexible or make it really thin, and those things are broadly called "plasticizers."

They include things you might have heard of, like phthalates, that have also been associated with lots of harmful health outcomes. Basically, there's no good plastic, particularly not in your kitchen.

Rosin: Okay, so no cutting boards. I'm not going to give you "no good plastics" yet. I have to go through it a little slowly. What about storage containers? Like, I have just a million plastic storage containers.

Schlanger: Can you tell me more about them? Are they hard and sturdy, or are they like what you got your takeout in, like, seven months ago, and you're still using them?

Rosin: Both? (Laughs.) Both. I have a couple of these very hard ones with the click-in tops, but then those get lost because those are the most used. So they end up in my kid's backpack, and they end up at school. And so then we just revert to the 3,000 takeout containers that we have sitting around.

I can already see--I already feel bad. Okay. What's coming?

Schlanger: I mean, I get it. It's like, there's so much convenience to this. So typically, my understanding is--one rule of thumb is that harder, sturdier plastic is maybe shedding fewer phthalates than the very flexible ones, but they could be shedding other compounds of concern.

And the thing about containers is that if you're putting something in that container that is fatty--if it has an oil, an animal fat, anything like that--lipids encourage these compounds to migrate out of the plastic and into the food. These plasticizers I was talking about are lipophilic, meaning they easily transfer when in contact with fats. So we're often putting our leftovers in these bins, and, almost always, those have some kind of fat. And then it also depends if you're heating things in that plastic. Heat is something that degrades plastic quite readily.

(Laughs.) I see you smirking and--

Rosin: --I am going to confess something now. This is what I think happens to most of us: We know, and we don't know. So we sort of know what you said, and then it goes into a short-term memory hole.

So what I know and don't know is that my son loves leftovers. He loves leftovers. Like, he'll take it over anything for lunch the next day. Of course he microwaves it. Like, of course he puts it in the takeout container, takes it to school, and then microwaves it. That's like a perfect storm, right?

Schlanger: Yeah. It's not the best. It's great that he is eating leftovers. We don't like food waste either.

Rosin: Right. Right.

Schlanger: Yeah. Microwaving plastic is one of those ones that I just don't do anymore.

So heat degrades plastic. Cold--my understanding is that cold actually makes plastic a bit more chemically stable, at least in the short term. But then, I have seen at least one paper that found that the cycle of heating and freezing, if you use the same container to do both many times, will also enhance degradation and also enhance those plasticizers leaching out.

And that was a study that was looking at, actually, farmers. They put these big plastic tarps over their fields to suppress weeds, and those get heated and frozen over and over again. So I assume you could apply that to consumer plastic goods too. It's all polymers. It's all the same base material, but that was done in farm fields.

Rosin: Interesting. So is where we've landed with plastic, no plastic at all? Or, Use the hardest plastic you can find? Like, what about those very sturdy plastic containers, or are we just going for Pyrex glass?

Schlanger: I have now transitioned entirely to glass in my own kitchen. And I think that that's more of a risk-tolerance thing. We all do things that will slowly kill us, and it's sort of choosing which things those are. I mean, we're bombarded by problematic compounds in every aspect of our life, and you cannot eliminate them all. So if you want to use your sturdy plastic containers to store fat-neutral things, like crackers, that's probably fine.

Rosin: I think what you're saying is that I should send my son to school with his leftovers in a glass Pyrex container.

Schlanger: Yeah. It's heavier, which is a pain, but I'm saying yes, definitely.

Rosin: You're saying yes.

Schlanger: And I don't know how old your kids are, but some of these things matter a lot for children, because one of the big concerns about plastic additives getting into our bodies is that they mimic estrogen and can have endocrine-disrupting properties, meaning they mess with your hormone system.

And for a developing hormone system in a child, that's especially crucial. It's also crucial for pregnant people or people of childbearing age. So there's different moments when it's really critical to avoid this stuff.

Rosin: Okay, so we have to throw out those plastics. We do have to cook, though. We're back preparing the Thanksgiving meal. What is a substitute for the plastic spatula? What kind of spatulas do you have?

Schlanger: I have silicone spatulas--they're great--wooden spatulas, and stainless-steel spatulas.

Rosin: Interesting. I just got my first wooden spatula. My friend's mother, who lives in Norway, gave it to me, and it was made by hand by her neighbor on the farm. And I don't understand why I've never used a wood spatula before. It's fantastic. Like, it's so good.

Schlanger: It's a great material. I think people hate that you can't really put them in the dishwasher, but you just rinse it off. No big deal.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay. So silicone. Is silicone always okay? What is silicone?

Schlanger: Silicone, to my understanding, is made out of a number of things, but notably silica, which is essentially sand, which is the same thing that glass is made out of.

So as far as we know now, silicone is inert. It's considered not reactive with food or with body material, with fat, or anything like that. So I think all signs right now point to silicone being a very good choice. I know that at very high temperatures, I think if you're baking at above 400 or 500 degrees, silicone can emit a gas of some kind that might be a problem, but if you have to bake in something that isn't stainless steel or ceramic or cast iron, that's not the worst thing in the world. I'm pro-silicone for now. I mean, maybe we'll learn something else later.

[Music]

Rosin: When we return, Zoe and I keep going through the kitchen list, from sippy cups to gas stoves.

[Break]

Rosin: All right. So no plastic spatulas. Sort of no plastic storage containers. I asked people on Instagram--I posted your article, and I asked people on Instagram, and I got a lot of questions from people about other things in their kitchen. So can I run them by you?

Schlanger: Please.

Rosin: Okay. No. 1: sippy cups. They're always labeled as BPA-free plastic. I remember that. Even when I had little kids, everything was BPA-free. Does that make a difference?

Schlanger: In a way, it does. BPA was researched intensively. We know it's bad, and so everyone's trying to avoid making things with it. But then what companies went and did was create a bunch of alternatives to BPA, which at least some research finds is not any better than the BPA. The way that chemicals are regulated in this country is: No one has to really prove they're safe before they go in the market.

And so we have a trickle of information coming out that suggests that the replacements aren't any better. I would say no to plastic sippy cups.

Rosin: Whoa. Whoa. You said it, though. Okay. Just to be very accurate about this, you said "a trickle of information."

So there was a kind of panic about BPA. People created replacements for BPA. But we just don't know yet if they're better, and the early signs are that they may not be. Is that a fair summary?

Schlanger: Exactly. There was this moment in, like, 2015, 2016 when there was a smattering of studies coming out highlighting the BPA replacements and looking at their potential toxicity and finding that they might just be as endocrine disrupting as BPA was. So the thing with BPA is that it mimics estrogen in the body, which is not something you want to keep adding through your diet.

And it's associated with all kinds of issues--thyroid issues, fertility issues. And researchers on these few studies I saw back then found that the replacements were as estrogenic or more so.

Rosin: Wow. Okay. I really want to Google, What is a safe sippy cup? But instead, I'm going to ask you. Do you know what a safe sippy cup is?

Schlanger: I was actually talking to this pediatrician about this for a story, and she was talking about how the rest of the world gives their kids things in stainless-steel containers. Like, it's just, you know--you don't have plastic plates for kids. You just have stainless-steel ones that they can throw on the floor.

And I know they make stainless-steel ones with, like, the silicone sippy tops and stuff for kids now.

Rosin: It's interesting. I think we think of stainless steel as something--like metallic. There's something that we resist about stainless steel, like it's going to taste different or something. But you're saying it's safer.

Schlanger: Oh yeah.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay. "Oh yeah," you say. That means it's definitely safer. (Laughs.)

Okay. Another one that people ask me a lot about--a lot, actually--were the black plastic lids on coffee cups.

Schlanger: This just occurred to me recently. I mean, yeah. Presumably, if it's black plastic, there is a chance it came from that material stream of recycled e-waste. And the last thing you want is scalding hot, foamy, creamy coffee passing through a little black plastic hole into your mouth. It's not ideal. So I actually just got coffee right before this and did not take a lid.

Rosin: Yes, this is absolutely true: Someone sent me that request on Instagram--Please ask Zoe about black plastic coffee lids--almost at the instant that the barista in the place that I was put the black plastic coffee lid on top of my coffee, and I had the same reaction you did. I was like: Of course! And just flipped it right off again.

Schlanger: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Oh boy. Okay. So No. 2 on Instagram that people asked a ton about--I bet you can guess: nonstick cookware.

Schlanger: Mm-hmm.

Rosin: So many questions about nonstick cookware. Are there different kinds? Do I throw it out the second it has a scratch on it? Like: What do I do about nonstick cookware?

I think there's a whole bunch of sort of short-term memory-hole feelings about it. Like, Ah, I kind of read this thing. But then, I like my pan, so I forgot about it. 

Schlanger: Yeah. So I'd start by saying that the issue with nonstick--Teflon is one brand name for this, but there's a bunch of them--nonstick pans are coated in a class of chemicals called PFAS. And these are also coating things like our raincoats, our hiking boots. Just anything that is nonstick is basically made out of these compounds that we've now found are very bad for our health in high concentrations.

So the people who are really affected by this are the ones living near a plant that made PFAS, and now their water supply has been contaminated for 30 years, or people who live near an Army base where they are using a lot of firefighting foam, which is full of PFAS. But then you zoom in on people using individual products, and it becomes a little hazier.

We do know that the PFAS in your pan becomes unstable at high temperatures. So there's lots of warnings on these things that you're not really supposed to use them to cook at, you know, temperatures higher than 400 or 500 degrees.

But who doesn't accidentally leave their pan on the stove sometimes and scorch it, and then it smells terrible? You're breathing in fumes from PFAS, most likely. You mentioned scratched coatings. It's super easy to scratch. Actually, the No. 1 response to the "Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula"--when I was like, Just get stainless-steel ones--people were like, But it'll scratch my nonstick pan. And just, my response to that is: Throw out your nonstick pan.

But we can't necessarily ask everyone to do that. I get that. It's so convenient to make an egg in a nonstick pan. I haven't done it in years, but I hear it's great.

Rosin: (Laughs.) That was amazing, Zoe. That was a great judge-but-not-judge.

Schlanger: (Laughs.) I don't mean to sound judgy, but honestly, cast iron is just so much better.

Rosin: I've recently come to that conclusion. I noticed that my first reach for everything, including an egg these days, is my cast-iron skillet. So I'm like, Why don't I just get a few more of those and call it a day, you know?

Schlanger: Yeah.

Rosin: So you do not use nonstick pans?

Schlanger: So I grew up in a house with a parrot when I was young, and bird owners know that cooking with nonstick pans could result in the death of your bird, so I just grew up not having them around.

Rosin: Why?

Schlanger: I think it's because the gas volatilizes. PFAS, the nonstick compound, its fumes get in the air, and birds are much more sensitive than humans, like all small animals.

Rosin: This is a literal canary in a coal mine.

Schlanger: Yeah, it's kind of like that.

Rosin: I feel like that image, more than anything you're gonna say, is gonna convince people: If they had a bird, that bird would be dead. So these are real.

Schlanger: I mean, yeah. I feel like it's the kind of thing with, like, dogs and chocolates. Like, they won't die every time. But there was a chance, so we didn't have it in the house. But there was never a discussion about it being bad for human health. It was just like, No, you have a pet bird. You can't have nonstick.

Rosin: Wow. Okay. So no nonstick pans. Another one that came up, and this is specifically related to Thanksgiving: marinating things in plastic. Like, it is something that people do. It's something that people do on Thanksgiving. Is that a problem?

Schlanger: I wouldn't do it. My understanding is that--I was thinking about, like, sous vide bags too, you know?

Rosin: Yeah, like brining turkeys or sous vide bags. There's a whole bunch of ways that meat and plastic have to do with each other.

Schlanger: It would violate my personal rule about, like, putting fatty things next to plastic, because I just know the chemistry of that means it encourages migration of compounds out of the plastic and into your food.

But my understanding is that the bags specifically designed for this are considered food grade and often can be labeled "phthalate-free" now. So there is knowledge about this in the consumer market enough for companies to make things that are less harmful. That's not to say they're not potentially problematic.

I mean, the way I think about this is: Everything could affect you negatively a little bit. And we are so bombarded by problematic things in our everyday life getting into our bodies, and you just want to lower your dose. So it's kind of choosing how to lower your dose.

It's not that your turkey bag is going to kill you. It's that you're just adding a little extra, and you don't need to.

Rosin: Right. So if you needed to brine something, and you put it in, say, a glass bowl with plastic wrap on it, is it just that--oh God.

Schlanger: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Okay, so no to that, just because the plastic wrap would touch it. So in fact, you should just use tinfoil, is what you're saying.

Schlanger: Mm-hmm. Or you just put a plate over it. Like, you don't even need all this stuff. You know, plastic wrap's gone through all these iterations. It used to be made out of much more harmful stuff, and then they eliminated some of it. I just avoid it.

Rosin: Really? You have no plastic wrap?

Schlanger: No.

Rosin: So you're making a cake. What do you put over it? You just put a cake topper?

Schlanger: A bowl.

Rosin: You put a bowl or a cake topper? Okay. I'm trying to think of any other use I have for plastic wrap, particularly on Thanksgiving.

Schlanger: I wrap--you know, you get cheese, and you have to wrap it in something, so it doesn't go bad immediately. I have--this is going to make me sound so crunchy--but I have those beeswax wraps. It's like cloth waxed in beeswax, and that's what people--people used to just use wax paper for everything. You can just do that.

Rosin: And you can reuse that, so that's good. Okay.

I'm already imagining some of the people listening to this podcast walking into the kitchen of their parents and friends and causing all kinds of trouble. And this one is real trouble, but I'm going to ask you anyway, because a couple of people asked me about it: natural-gas stove.

So like, hassling your friends or parents about their natural-gas stove would be, like, a really, really low move. But I'm going to ask you anyway. There's just so much talk about this. It was a big deal, like, a year ago. What about it?

Schlanger: So we know it's not great to be in a home with a natural-gas stove. We know that it is associated with higher rates of child asthma, just breathing problems in general. You're inhaling things like benzene. That said, many people have them. I have one. I'm a renter in New York. There's no way I'm not going to have a gas stove. I can't ask my landlord to buy a beautiful induction stove for me.

But one thing that makes a big difference is using your overhead vent, just gently turning on your family's overhead vent while they're cooking can actually take a lot of the problematic compounds out of the air.

Rosin: Oh really?

Schlanger: Yeah.

Rosin: Okay.

Schlanger: It's not totally a fail-safe. It doesn't get it all out. It would be nice if we all had induction stoves. But I also get, it does sometimes feel good to cook over fire.

Rosin: Yeah. One day I will make the transition, but I'm so used to seeing the fire. But I understand.

Schlanger: I will say that that is a really elaborate PR job by the natural-gas industry too. Do you remember this? There was this moment when they were, like, hiring Instagram influencers to promote gas stoves and things like that.

Rosin: Because it's one of those things that seems good and natural but is the exact opposite. Like, it looks like the thing that you should be cooking things on, but in fact, it's the unnatural option.

Schlanger: Exactly.

Rosin: Yeah, that was pretty good. Okay. So what else are we missing for Thanksgiving that we don't know about? One just came to me: parchment paper. I bake a lot with parchment paper.

Schlanger: As do I. And I only recently learned that some parchment paper is coated in PFAS. That's what makes it nonstick. So you actually want to check. And I recently got parchment paper that's coated in silicone instead and is nice and nonstick because of that, and it doesn't cost any more.

Rosin: Oh really? You have to look online and see what it's coated with. Interesting.

Anything else we've forgotten about the Thanksgiving dinner? Let's just do a tour. So you walk into an average kitchen. There are containers with plastic wrap on them. We've already covered that. There are things that have been cooked with nonstick pans. We've already covered that. There are deadly spatulas. We've covered that. (Laughs.)

Schlanger: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Anything else that we are forgetting for a typical Thanksgiving meal that could kill you?

Schlanger: Right. None of this is going to kill you, but I recently went down the rabbit hole of trying to buy a slow cooker and pressure cooker, and I really wanted to get an Instant Pot. And then I went online and looked at their disclosures on the website, and it turns out those can contain PFAS. I was really surprised by that because the basin of an Instant Pot is just a stainless-steel bowl, but my assumption is there's something in the lid that is in the food-contact surface that is also PFAS.

So just basically, many, many other kitchen appliances are coated in a nonstick layer of PFAS. I also tried to buy a toaster oven, like, for the counter, so I wouldn't have to turn on my gas oven every single time I wanted to bake something, and a lot of those--the entire interior is just coated in PFAS.

Rosin: Interesting. So how do you figure--so your rule is: Very much limit plastics to almost no plastics, and definitely no PFAS.

Schlanger: Yeah.

Rosin: And how do you know if something has PFAS? Like, I wouldn't have guessed about an Instant Pot, which I do have, or about a toaster oven, which I don't have. But I wouldn't have guessed about either of those.

Schlanger: They put it on their website. If you look in, like, the Materials and Care section of most of these things, it'll let you know.

Rosin: Okay. So maybe now that we have--would you say, is there any way to say that we haven't ruined people's Thanksgivings? Like, no. We've made them less stress-free? Possible? Depends when they listen to this?

Schlanger: Well, it's so important to remember: Stress is also a major health hazard, so I don't want anyone to get super stressed out about this or blow it out of proportion. You're not going to die because of any of this, but you are just accumulating things you don't need in your body.

Rosin: Your kitchen is just slightly less stress for you. Like, you look around your kitchen, and because you're attuned to microplastics, you just don't see them everywhere. So in fact, for you, it's less stress.

Schlanger: Yeah. I walk around all day. There's so many inputs to my body I can't control. But at least I can control the ones in my kitchen.

Rosin: Right. Your kitchen is a little sphere of control. I actually really like that idea.

Now, I'm having a Friendsgiving this year, and I am now actually gonna drive to my friend's house who does most of the cooking and "evacuate" the dangerous utensils from his kitchen.

Schlanger: (Laughs.) I hope he thanks you and doesn't get really pissed off. That could go either way.

Rosin: (Laughs.) As I fling away all his spatulas.

Schlanger: Are you going to bring him replacements?

Rosin: I guess you're right. If I throw away all his spatulas, before I do that, I have to bring him silicone replacements for sure.

Schlanger: That seems only reasonable. I will say, you know, on other Thanksgivings, my two sides of my family have very different ideas about all this. So there is, like, one home I'd go into where basically everything is, you know, natural products and the other side where everything would be microwaved in plastic.

Rosin: Wow. So how do you handle that situation?

Schlanger: You just mostly have to live and let live. It's like, also, you know, if I'm their daughter, and they're not reading my articles, there's not much I'm going to do, you know?

Rosin: (Laughs.) Right. I didn't realize that was your actual parents. That's funny. Yeah, I suppose the last thing we should do is give advice to people who walk into a kitchen, and everything has been, you know, baked in the microwave in plastic containers.

Schlanger: You just eat that meal, and go back to your own kitchen, and think about your own choices. I mean, okay, this is all to say: You eat in restaurants all the time. Restaurants are using plastic constantly. It's really just like, you lower your own dose when you can.

Rosin: Yes. I think that's what it comes down to. It's not about policing everybody's plastics and everything you put in your body. It's about controlling what you can. And your own tiny or big or however size your kitchen is, that is a sphere you can control, so you might as well do that. And that's a lovely thing. And everything outside of that, don't worry about it.

Schlanger: I think so. I think that's the moral here.

Rosin: Okay. Excellent. Thank you, Zoe.

Schlanger: Thank you.

Rosin: Happy Thanksgiving.

Schlanger: Happy Thanksgiving.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid, fact-checked by Will Gordon, and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Happy Thanksgiving. Enjoy the turkey. Enjoy the mashed potatoes. Enjoy the stuffing. And enjoy all the plastic you're eating.
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Always a Girlboss, Never a Tradwife

A new Netflix documentary explores the cost of Martha Stewart's chase for domestic perfection.

by Hannah Giorgis




By the time Martha Stewart rose to fame, family life in the United States looked very different than it had during her childhood. American mothers had entered the workforce en masse, and when Stewart's first book was published, in 1982, many women were no longer instructing their daughters on the finer points of homemaking fundamentals like cooking meals from scratch or hosting holiday gatherings. Stewart's meticulous guides to domestic life ended up filling a maternal vacuum for many of her fans, and she inspired both devotion and envy. Oprah Winfrey, no stranger to hard work herself, once summed up the ire that many people felt about Stewart: "Who has the time for all of this? For every woman who makes a complicated gingerbread house, a million don't even have the time to bake a cookie."

At a moment when American women were already feeling the exhaustion of the second shift, Stewart seemed to suggest that they toil overtime to beautify their second work environment too. But despite being most famous as a homemaker, an occupation usually associated with mothers, Stewart would later appear ambivalent about motherhood itself. Before her daughter was born, when Stewart was 24, "I thought it was a natural thing," she says in Martha, a new Netflix documentary about her life and career. "It turns out it's not at all natural to be a mother."

Early in the documentary, an off-camera speaker--Stewart is the only on-camera interviewee--refers to her as "the original influencer." The label emphasizes how she shaped domestic life and purchasing trends decades before the advent of Instagram or TikTok; as one friend says, Stewart "was the first woman that saw the marketability of her personal life." Archival images of a young Stewart exude the charming, homespun domesticity that many social-media creators now emulate. We see Stewart stooped low in her gardens, then feeding chickens in her "palais du poulet"--the French name she gave her coop ("palace of the chicken"). That visual would be right at home on the vision boards of modern influencers who broadcast their nostalgic visions of Americana to millions of followers.

But Stewart's words, whether spoken directly to the camera or read from private letters, tell a story that diverges from tidy fantasies. Part of why Martha raises such interesting questions about motherhood, family life, and domestic labor is Stewart's apparent doubts about the value of all three. Throughout the documentary, she seems to be confronting her own conflicting beliefs, but clearly, business--not the art of homemaking--has been the essential pursuit of Stewart's life. And her single-minded focus on expanding her empire is what ultimately attracted the most criticism as she transformed into a gargantuan brand.



In 1987, the same year that Stewart published Weddings, a glossy guide about how to host the perfect matrimonial celebration, she and her husband separated after he had an affair with a younger woman. While Stewart promoted a book about celebrating love, she wrestled with her family's private dysfunction--and when rumors of the affair became public, Stewart worried about the professional implications of her husband appearing absent from her carefully curated life. At one point in the film, Stewart advises young wives on how to react to their husband's philandering: "Look at him, [say] 'He's a piece of shit,' and get out of it. Get out of that marriage," she says defiantly, cautioning today's women not to stay, like she did, and try to work things out. (The two divorced a few years later, in 1990.)

Only when the documentary's director, R. J. Cutler, asks about an affair that she had earlier in the marriage does Stewart concede her own actions. "It was just nothing," she says, before decrying the messiness of divorce. "I would never have broken up a marriage for it." It's one thing to cheat in private, in other words, but she frowns at the public spectacle of dissolving a family unit. The moment draws attention to how tightly Stewart has attempted to control her image--and underscores how much she appears to resent the ways her accomplishments (and her misdeeds) have been judged in relation to her gender. In 1999, Stewart, then the CEO of Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia, became the first female self-made billionaire in the United States. The following year, Joan Didion wrote in a New Yorker essay that the "dreams and the fears into which Martha Stewart taps are not of 'feminine' domesticity but of female power, of the woman who sits down at the table with the men and, still in her apron, walks away with the chips."

Nearly 25 years later, Martha makes the case that Stewart was subject to different rules than her male counterparts because she disturbed conventional views of women in the corporate world. "She was ruthless," one commentator says. "In the business world, that's a great trait for a man. But, you know, for a woman--you know, she was a bitch." That may be an interesting place to begin a look back at a controversial mogul, but the documentary is light on specifics about Stewart's perceived professional shortcomings, which have included criticism that she underpaid her staff while earning millions, berated them, and sold their work as her own. Instead, we get the vague sense that some people thought she was harsh and that others found her to be an exacting perfectionist. But unlike an earlier CNN docuseries on Stewart, Martha shies away from interrogating the details of such workplace accusations in favor of rehashing how multiple powerful men underestimated or outright disliked her.

Read: Martha Stewart must know something we don't

The back half of the film brings the same gender-based analysis to Stewart's infamous 2004 trial, which began with the FBI--led by a young, ambitious James Comey--implicating Stewart in a larger insider-trading scandal. When the agency failed to indict Stewart for illegal trading, it pursued a case against her for lying to the authorities during the investigation. In the end, Stewart served five months in prison after being found guilty of charges including obstruction of justice and conspiracy. Martha presents the case as one more example of the vitriol that Stewart had long endured. To her critics, Stewart's case punctured the veneer of her propriety; even though her prison sentence had nothing to do with her corporation, it suggested an untoward explanation for her lifestyle company's success, one that made Stewart's relentless drive even more unpalatable. "I'm strict and I'm demanding and I'm all those good things that make a successful person," Stewart says in an archival clip from around the time she was sentenced.

A more nuanced view does emerge in the documentary, which later addresses how Stewart changed while serving her sentence. Her time in a West Virginia prison prompted a serious reconsideration of her enterprise--and what kinds of homes it reflected. Stewart encountered incarcerated women who'd faced much harsher realities but also wanted to turn their varied talents into viable business ventures. Hearing the other women's stories and looking over their business plans when they sought her advice made the experience bearable for Stewart--and partially recalibrated her approach to her own work. The homecoming speech she delivered to her staff shortly after being released focused heavily on shifting the why of their work. "I sense in the American public there is a growing need to preserve human connections," Stewart said then, adding that she had come to understand "the need to honor many, many kinds of families."

Nearly a decade after Stewart left prison wearing a poncho crocheted by a fellow inmate, the rise of girlboss feminism popularized a style of brash, demanding leadership that Stewart embodied before her conviction. Girlboss feminism has since fallen out of favor in the corporate world, but today's lifestyle influencers, even those who espouse traditional values, are more emboldened to openly discuss the profit-making motive of their work--especially if they look the part of the doting maternal figure. Where Stewart often succeeded in branding herself as a businesswoman before a mother, many of the most popular homemaking-content creators seem to grasp that their children are the most important emblems of the hyper-feminine fantasy they're putting on display. As my colleague Sophie Gilbert recently wrote in an essay about a new Hulu reality series following TikTok-famous Mormon women, "the Secret Lives stars are notable for how intricately their brands are enmeshed with fertility--not the mundane reality of day-to-day motherhood but the symbolic power of sexual eligibility and maternal authority."
 
 These women's popularity--and, in some cases, their families' economic viability--is inextricably tied to how they perform sacrificial motherhood, a role that Stewart never appeared interested in. But even though the business of domesticity has shifted in the years since Stewart's IPO, her earlier successes unquestionably primed audiences for the advent of homemaking influencers whose approach to their public image differs radically from her own. Stewart laid a foundation for an entire genre of creators who generate income by giving followers a glimpse into their kitchen--not just with her recipes but with her sheer dedication to building a brand and her unwillingness to render her labor invisible. For all the controversies Stewart has weathered, she's always seemed to project authority because she knows what she's doing--and she's always behaved as though everyone would be better off heeding the boss's advice.
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A Late Win for Biden in the Middle East

The cease-fire in Lebanon finally forestalls the prospect of a region-wide war.

by Hussein Ibish




On Tuesday, Israel and Hezbollah, the Iranian-backed militant group in Lebanon, agreed to a cease-fire. The arrangement is a win for outgoing President Joe Biden, who has followed a hapless policy course through a calamitous year for the Middle East.

Ever since the Hamas attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, the Biden administration's goal in the Middle East has been to contain the conflict. That policy didn't exactly succeed: The fighting spread to Lebanon and even led to exchanges of fire between Israel and Iran. In the meantime, Washington gave Israel virtual carte blanche in Gaza, particularly in the first few months of the war; in doing so, it implicated itself in a war that has exacted a heavy toll not just on Hamas but on the people of Gaza. Israel's onslaught has killed more than 44,000 Palestinians, mostly civilians, and displaced nearly the entire population of 2.2 million, many of them multiple times. An estimated 66 percent of structures that once stood in the Strip have been damaged or destroyed. And at every step, Israel dictated the scope and nature of the conflict, not just to its adversaries but also to Washington, escalating to the brink of all-out war with Iran.

Now Washington has helped broker a cease-fire, not in Gaza, but in Lebanon and northern Israel. If it holds, Biden may leave office able to say that he averted a regional war that could have drawn in the United States and others.

Read: 'The Iranian period is finished'

The agreement likely will hold, because it serves the interests of all the parties directly involved. Hezbollah desperately needs the hiatus to regroup. Israel has assassinated most of its political leaders and battlefield commanders, including Hassan Nasrallah, and demolished much of its arsenal of rockets and missiles. The organization's command-and-control capabilities are shattered, and many of its best fighters have been killed or badly wounded. Iran could use the pause to reconsider its national-security strategy: Hezbollah was the centerpiece of Iran's forward defense, yet it turned out to be unable to deter or successfully combat Israel. The Lebanese militia either could not or would not fire large numbers of missiles on Israeli cities, such as Haifa, or strategic targets, such as the Dimona nuclear reactor.

Israel likely welcomes the cease-fire because it, too, is near exhaustion. Its munitions are depleted and its military overstretched, even as the insurgency in Gaza appears to be intensifying, however gradually. Israel has achieved virtually all of its most ambitious goals in Lebanon and stands to gain very little by continuing the conflict. It may even have risked reinvigorating Hezbollah had it overstayed, in the same way that the Israeli occupation of southern Lebanon from 1982 to 2000 led to the establishment of  the organization in the first place.

The negotiators, led by the Biden administration but also including France and others, were able to succeed because both sides had a clear interest in drawing down the conflict. The war in Gaza stands in stark relief. There, the two parties--the Israeli government and the remnants of Hamas's leadership--both calculate that continuing to fight will further their political interests.

Read: Israel and Hamas are kidding themselves

By contrast, the Israeli military and public were eager to end the war with Hezbollah, especially on advantageous terms. Hezbollah has been so devastated that it was willing to agree to conditions it might once have deemed humiliating. The militia will withdraw its personnel and heavy equipment from southern Lebanon up to the Litani River, about 15 miles north of the border with Israel, as it was originally required to do by the United Nations resolution that ended the fighting in 2006. The Lebanese military and UN peacekeepers will fill the void, maintain order, and ensure that Hezbollah doesn't return. Israel has agreed to a phased withdrawal from Lebanon, but the agreement stipulates that Israel and Lebanon can still exercise their "inherent right of self-defense," which Israeli officials have signaled they see as a license to strike Hezbollah if they believe it is violating the terms of the cease-fire. That Hezbollah and Iran agreed to this imbalanced arrangement shows the extent of Israel's military advantage and the decisiveness of its victory in this round of battle.

The Biden administration will be handing Donald Trump a Middle East that is still smoldering but no longer on the verge of explosion. Trump's minions are already trying to suggest--preposterously--that his reelection is the main reason for the cease-fire. Biden's Gaza-war policy has been indefensible as well as inept, in that it failed to prevent the Israeli invasion of Lebanon. But the president will leave office able to count as a success a deal that forestalls any realistic prospect of a large-scale, multifront, regional war in the Middle East.
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The Perception Gap That Explains American Politics

Americans overwhelmingly--but, it turns out, mistakenly--believe that Democrats care more about advancing progressive social issues than widely shared economic ones.

by Stephen Hawkins and Daniel Yudkin




In the aftermath of the 2024 presidential election, some commentators have argued that Americans don't believe that the Democratic Party shares their political priorities. According to a large survey we conducted immediately after the election, these critics are onto something. Americans overwhelmingly--but, it turns out, mistakenly--believe that Democrats care more about advancing progressive social issues than widely shared economic ones.

More in Common, a nonprofit, nonpartisan research organization we work for, asked a representative sample of 5,005 Americans to select the three issues that were most important to them. We then asked them to identify "which issues you think are most important to Democrats," and the same about Republicans. We used broad category labels rather than asking specifically about, say, "Democratic voters" or "Republican candidates," to capture general perceptions of each side. Then we compared these perceptions with reality.

Let's start with reality. We found that Americans have clearly shared a top concern in 2024: the "cost of living/ inflation." This was the No. 1 most chosen priority within every major demographic group, including men and women; Black, white, Latino, and Asian Americans; Gen Z, Millennial, Gen X, Baby Boomer, and Silent Generation age groups; working-class, middle-class, and upper-class Americans; suburban, urban, and rural Americans; and Democrats, Republicans, and independents. Democratic respondents' top priorities after inflation (40 percent) were health care and abortion (each at 29 percent), and the economy in general (24 percent). For Republicans, immigration came in second place (47 percent), followed by the economy in general (41 percent).

When it comes to how Republicans' and Democrats' priorities were perceived, however, we found a striking disparity: Americans across the political spectrum are much better at assessing what Republicans care about than what Democrats care about.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: What the left keeps getting wrong

When asked about Republicans' priorities, all major groups, including Democrats and independents, correctly identified that either inflation or the economy was among Republicans' top three priorities.

By contrast, every single demographic group thought Democrats' top priority was abortion, overestimating the importance of this issue by an average of 20 percentage points. (This included Democrats themselves, suggesting that they are somewhat out of touch even with what their fellow partisans care about.) Meanwhile, respondents underestimated the extent to which Democrats prioritize inflation and the economy, ranking those items fourth and ninth on their list of priorities, respectively.

By far the most notable way that Democrats are misperceived relates to what our survey referred to as "LGBT/ transgender policy." Although this was not a major priority for Democratic voters in reality--it ranked 14th--our survey respondents listed it as Democrats' second-highest priority. This effect was especially dramatic among Republicans--56 percent listed the issue among Democrats' top three priorities, compared with just 8 percent who listed inflation--but nearly every major demographic group made a version of the same mistake.

What explains why Democrats' priorities were so badly misunderstood while Republicans' were not? Our research suggests that one reason is the Democratic Party's relationship with its left wing.

In 2018, More in Common conducted a study called "Hidden Tribes," in which we identified clusters of like-minded Americans who share certain moral values and views on things such as parenting style. The study grouped them into seven distinct "tribes," each with a different worldview and way of engaging with politics. It also showed that much of the national political conversation is driven by small, highly vocal camps on each side of the political divide: on the left, a group we called "Progressive Activists"; on the right, a group we called "Devoted Conservatives."

Because these groups' voices are heard more frequently in the national discourse, their views tend to be confused for those of their party overall. (Think, for example, of the profusion of social-media posts, op-eds, and news coverage about the idea of defunding or abolishing the police in the summer of 2020--a view that was never widely embraced even by the populations most affected by police violence.) This leads people to think that each party holds more extreme views than it really does. For instance, Democrats think Republicans are more likely than they actually are to deny that "racism is still a problem in America," and Republicans think Democrats are more likely than they actually are to believe that "most police are bad people."

Our data, however, suggest that Devoted Conservatives' priorities are more aligned with those of the average Republican than Progressive Activists' are with those of the average Democrat. For example, Progressive Activists are half as likely as the average Democrat to prioritize the economy and twice as likely to prioritize climate change. By contrast, the biggest difference between average Republicans and Devoted Conservatives is on the issue of immigration, but the discrepancy is much smaller: Devoted Conservatives rank it first and Republicans rank it second. This asymmetry makes the confusion between parties' mainstreams and their more radical flanks costlier for Democratic politicians.

The outsize influence of Progressive Activists, however, does not fully account for the mismatch between perception and reality when it comes to Democrats' views on transgender policy. Our survey found that even Progressive Activists listed the issue as their sixth-most-important priority. So the belief that transgender policy is Democrats' second-highest priority must have other causes.

Read: Why Biden's team thinks Harris lost

One possibility is that Democratic advocacy groups are prominently pushing ideas that even their own most progressive voters are lukewarm about. Another is that Donald Trump's campaign successfully linked Kamala Harris's campaign with controversial transgender-policy stances. In a widely seen attack ad, a 2019 interview clip of Harris explaining her support for publicly funded sex-change surgeries for prisoners, including undocumented immigrants, was punctuated by a voiceover intoning that "Kamala is for they/them; President Trump is for you." In tests run by Harris's main super PAC, 2.7 percent of voters shifted toward Trump after being shown the ad--a massive result. The constant reinforcement of the link between Harris and this policy, coupled with Harris's apparent inability or unwillingness to publicly distance herself from it, likely reinforced Americans' association of trans issues with Democrats.

If elections are battles of perceptions, our data suggest that this was a battle Democrats lost in 2024. Despite the Harris campaign spending almost half a billion dollars more than the Trump campaign, Trump appears to have been more effective at defining Democrats' priorities to the American public. Caught between their leftmost flank and their opponents' attacks, Democrats were unable to convince the American electorate that they shared voters' concerns. If the party wants to gain ground in future elections, it will need to solve this perception problem.
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The Musical Blockbuster That Didn't Play By the Rules

<em>Wicked </em>makes the case that audiences aren't so tired of the genre after all.

by Shirley Li




When Mean Girls, the musical remake of the 2004 film, hit theaters in January, the film appeared to shock audiences for, well, being a musical. Theatergoers recorded the moment that their fellow viewers realized what kind of movie it was; in one video, the crowd groans loudly as soon as a character starts singing, before laughing at their own reactions. But the studio behind the remake wasn't surprised by these responses. "We didn't want to run out and say it's a musical," Marc Weinstock, Paramount's president of global marketing and distribution, told Variety of how Mean Girls was advertised, "because people tend to treat musicals differently."

They certainly haven't always gone to see them in theaters over the past five years. In part, cinema closures during the coronavirus pandemic's various waves contributed to weak box-office returns across the board, regardless of quality or classification. Even the Best Picture-nominated, Steven Spielberg-directed remake of West Side Story failed to turn a profit. But on top of low ticket sales, the backlash to and mockery of poorly made entries such as Cats and Dear Evan Hansen--adaptations that once seemed poised to become surefire hits, given their popularity on Broadway--seem to have left studios anxious about the genre's viability. At least, the way that studios are marketing these movies lately appears to indicate nerves: Promotional campaigns have been disguising the films' true identity, relying instead on what else might make them recognizable, especially when they're part of an existing franchise. Mean Girls' title graphic features a tiny eighth note inside the a as the lone hint at the remake's Broadway origins. The first trailer for Wonka, the backstory of the Roald Dahl character, didn't show anyone singing a single word. The Color Purple billed itself as a "bold new take," without clarifying what that take would be. (The film immediately answered the question by opening with a duet.)

But Wicked, which opened this past weekend, has worn its genre on its sparkly sleeve. The film's trailers have featured its renditions of the beloved Broadway production's ever-popular songs, and its seemingly endless promotional barrage over the past months--have its stars Cynthia Erivo and Ariana Grande ever not worn green and pink, respectively?--has included lyric videos featuring performances from the film. As it turns out, Universal's unabashed embrace of Wicked captured the film's ethos: This is a full-throated movie musical, balancing the crowd-pleasing appeal of extravagant sing-alongs with quieter, more private character moments. And it didn't have to fool audiences into seeing it: Last weekend, the film topped the box office, raking in $114 million domestically and $164 million worldwide--the highest-grossing debut for a movie adaptation of a Broadway production in history.

Read: The fairy tale we've been retelling for 125 years

Wicked's stage show is based on the novel by Gregory Maguire, which reimagines L. Frank Baum's classic The Wonderful Wizard of Oz through the eyes of the Wicked Witch of the West. In Maguire's telling, she was once the young outcast Elphaba, who developed an unusual relationship with the bubbly blonde Galinda (future Glinda the Good Witch) before becoming Baum's notorious antagonist. Both the book and the Broadway version ultimately span years of plot machinations, but the Wicked film has chopped the story in half to handle its heft; Part 2 is set to arrive in theaters next year. The movie also streamlines the show's first act--into a straightforward coming-of-age tale of two women who build a deep bond--which ensures that the film still feels complete.

The resulting adaptation satisfyingly combines the grandiosity of a musical and the intimacy of filmmaking. Big sequences make clear just how different the women are: Introverted and withdrawn, Elphaba (Erivo, marvelous) conveys her innermost thoughts through towering ballads; extroverted and self-obsessed, Galinda (Grande, hilarious and spectacular--sorry, lar) expresses her overdramatic tendencies through vivacious numbers. The camera, meanwhile, carefully reveals how Elphaba and Galinda's connection evolves, showing that Galinda's forced smiles eventually reflect true kindness and that Elphaba is often holding back tears while trying to put on a confident front. A lingering shot of them meeting each other's gaze in a mirror carries as much power as one of their stirring harmonies.

The director, Jon M. Chu, who previously made the gorgeous but underseen In the Heights, also knows how to take advantage of a film's wide canvas. Oz may be a familiar backdrop, but Chu borrows from a diverse array of musicals to conceive the world of munchkins and talking animals. During "The Wizard and I," Elphaba twirls atop a cliff like Maria in The Sound of Music. The camera tilts and whips around during "Dancing Through Life" to track the performers' Busby Berkeley-like choreography across a rotating set. And the surreal, underwater Ozdust Ballroom, where Elphaba and Galinda dance a duet, looks like it's built to host dream ballets. At times, the maximalism threatens to overwhelm the film, but excess makes sense for this fantasy realm, even if the visuals can't quite compare to The Wizard of Oz's stunning explosion of Technicolor.

Read: Hollywood's new crown prince of musicals

Maybe that sense of escapism is why, even at a lengthy run time of 160 minutes, Wicked has become both the buzziest adaptation of a Broadway show in years and a bona fide hit with critics and crowds. Unlike other movie musicals, which tend to tweak the original soundtrack or apply a "realistic" sheen to a genre built upon sensationalism, the film celebrates its medium rather than straining to justify its use. Making the sequel just as successful will be the bigger challenge: As those familiar with the stage version know, Wicked's second act covers a much more convoluted plot that not only retells The Wizard of Oz but also wades more deeply into political allegory. (Oz's denizens worship a con artist who calls himself the Wizard.) And with this installment's hyper-focus on Elphaba and Galinda's sisterhood, it leaves plenty of subplots, revolving around a large cast of supporting characters, unresolved. Even the overarching theme of Wicked itself has only barely been introduced. "Where does wickedness come from?" a character asks early on. This first film doesn't offer a response.

In place of an answer, however, is a testament to the true power of a movie musical--perhaps best encapsulated by the film's rendition of the Act I closer, "Defying Gravity." The song became Wicked's signature anthem quickly after its Broadway debut; its message about embracing individuality and its culmination in Elphaba taking flight for the first time have carried musical-theater fans to emotional highs. Here, it's the film's finale before its year-long intermission, and it's just as magnificently rendered, buoyed by Erivo's tremendous vocals. But unlike the stage version, this one also includes close-ups of Elphaba picturing her younger self in a reflection right before she figures out how to soar. The shot captures how far Elphaba has come: She yearned for so long to be seen for who she is, but she couldn't get there until she saw herself. It's a moment so small yet so sentimental, demonstrating why the movie-musical genre should endure. On a big screen, a character such as Elphaba is no longer just belting before an enthralled audience, playing to the back row. Now she gets to let everyone into her mind.
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Thanksgiving Recipes Keep Getting More Outlandish

Trying something new is exciting, but there's also a financial incentive behind the need to churn out unfamiliar dishes.

by Ellen Cushing




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Sometimes, at a party or on the internet, you will encounter someone who is unimpressed by human ingenuity. The pace of technological progress has stalled, they'll say. Our art is getting dumber. We aren't as creative as we used to be.

I suggest those people Google the phrase twist on Thanksgiving, because if they do, they will be met with thousands or possibly millions of examples of our species' boundless capacity for invention. The Pioneer Woman recommends covering your turkey in a lattice of bacon, like a pie. Food & Wine recently published a list of 25 turkey alternatives, including timpano, salmon Wellington, and something called a "Greens-and-Cheese-Stuffed Cinderella Pumpkin." Just now, as I was writing this newsletter, The New York Times emailed me about a cornbread-chorizo stuffing topped with esquites. As a culture, we simply cannot stop trying to chop and screw Thanksgiving.

Even The Atlantic, a publication not necessarily known for its cooking coverage, has joined in on the project of perennial reinvention. Over the years, we have published Thanksgiving recipes for cornbread and mustard-greens pudding and for baked tomatoes stuffed with creamed spinach. We've suggested serving ricotta gnocchi and wild mushrooms, roasting pears with fresh vanilla bean instead of making cranberry sauce, starting the meal with mushroom French onion soup, and adding black-pepper marinated beef brisket to the table "for a variety."

"The overused phrase 'new traditions' is all too apt," Sally Schneider wrote in a 2009 article that argued for replacing mashed potatoes with "unexpected purees" made from Tunisian-spiced winter squash, celery root and apple, or fennel seed and chestnut. The next year, this magazine published an article by the chef Regina Charboneau that was headlined "Reinventing Thanksgiving: Traditional Foods, Fresh Recipes." (This mostly involved, in Charboneau's words, "jazzing up squash.") Five days later, we ran a column by an American living in Italy who tried to adapt the holiday's food to suit her "husband's Tuscan palate"; the menu included various crostini to start, mashed-up persimmons served with ricotta cream in a shot glass for dessert, and for the main course, Tuscan turkey with cornbread stuffing:

I bought a turkey breast and sliced away, making a large, not-too-neat one-inch-thick scallop. I piled plenty of stuffing in the middle, then wrapped the turkey around it and stitched loose ends together (I'm not good at sewing) to make what looked like a roast, then wrapped the whole thing in caul fat (subbing for turkey skin, adding a porky element, always a good idea). The result, when sliced, was a strip of moist turkey that surrounded the stuffing. It was a big hit.


I believe it. Trying something new--especially when it involves bread enveloped in meat--is exciting, and expanding Thanksgiving's remit to include ingredients and preparations drawn from traditions beyond the WASPy New England canon is an undeniably good thing. For the individual home cook, reinventing Thanksgiving is a chance to impress guests you rarely see, or maybe just a way to entertain yourself amid the tedium of preparing a big meal. But for cooking media, there's a financial incentive: Every year, food publications devote their November issues to our most cooking-centric holiday, and every year, they tell us to do something different. Magazines need to sell copies (or, more recently, persuade people to click their links), and We Did the Exact Same Thing This Year is not a particularly compelling headline. Just as U.S. News & World Report needs to find a way, each year, to slightly reorder its college rankings, food magazines need to find a way to make Thanksgiving--a holiday with roots more than a century older than this country--feel new.

Any of us would be lucky to eat one of the recipes I've mentioned here, even the bacon thing. But we'd also probably be just fine with old flavors and un-jazzed squashes. And yet, we reinvent. Myself very much included: Just this week, I argued for moving Thanksgiving to October--and I was completely right.

Related:

	Is food getting better? (From 2022)
 	The secrets to a successful potluck dish




Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Aftermath

A poem for Wednesday

by Susan Mitchell




Of what, you may ask--love affair, divorce, death, storm
 illness, joy, betrayal, revelation, blessing?
 
 In my courtyard, a heap of stuff blown from many directions--
 wet socks, branch about to bloom, TV antenna
 bent-over window screen, a sandbag without sand.
 
 I could set up shop, sell broken merchandise
 to the broken, sell wails and sobs to the grieving.
 
 Come by and buy this day with trees
 uprooted and boughs
 fallen, with flooded kitchens honking geese and two
 ravens solemn as undertakers in black suits
 strutting what might be a roof.
 
 In one corner, a heap of leaves--green, brown, red, and gold.
 My broom at the ready, I begin to sweep
 when the leaves let out a cry, and I leap
 
 back in terror at the voice of the inanimate, the blown
 to bits, the remnants of what was
 on my knees I lean in close, nudge away gently,
 gently lift leaf from leaf--
 
 three birds, each no bigger than my thumb,
 like me in shock or not yet fully awake,
 hold mum-still
 whirl up a sudden, wings brushing my face.
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The International Criminal Court's Folly

The high aspirations with which the tribunal was founded should not shield it from the consequences of its decision to pursue other agendas.

by Eugene Kontorovich




The warrants issued by the International Criminal Court against Israel's prime minister and former defense minister represent many historic firsts. They would be the court's first prosecutions of leaders in a liberal Western democracy, and represent the first time anyone has been charged with the "crime of starvation"; the first time the court has accused a country of war crimes during a defensive war against an external invader; and the first prosecution of a non-member state at the bequest of a member that is not generally recognized as a state.

For all of these juristic innovations, the warrants also represent something entirely familiar: an international institution, created to serve high and noble purposes, succumbing to the temptation of pursuing an anti-Israel agenda. This phenomenon is on routine display at the United Nations' General Assembly and Human Rights Council.

The charges are baseless as a matter of law and fact, issued by a court with no jurisdiction, alleging as crimes things that simply never happened, while ignoring settled international law and practice. But before turning to the Israel warrants, we need to understand what the ICC really is.

Arash Azizi: The International Criminal Court shows its mettle

The ICC, seated in the Netherlands in The Hague, was created in 1998 by a treaty known as the Rome Statute, to provide a forum where the perpetrators of the world's worst atrocities could be prosecuted, a kind of permanent Nuremberg Tribunal. The new court would not impinge upon national sovereignty, because it would have jurisdiction only over countries that voluntarily joined. In the optimistic decade between the fall of the Soviet Union and the attacks of 9/11, some hoped that the court would lead to an "end to impunity" for mass atrocities--such as the Bosnian and Rwandan genocides--and lead to a "rules-based international order."

That dream has never seemed further off. A quarter century later, most of the world's population lives in countries that never joined the court--including the United States and China, India and Pakistan, and pretty much the entire Middle East. Many of the countries that joined the ICC face little serious prospect of engaging in armed conflict; for them, membership entails little risk, and is merely a feel-good ritual.

Despite a roughly $200 million annual budget, the tribunal has convicted only six people of perpetrating the mass atrocities it was created to address. Numerous high-profile cases have collapsed. Its indictments against incumbent dictators such as Russia's Vladimir Putin have been laughed off. The current and past presidents of Kenya both rode ICC indictments to reelection. (The cases against them had been dropped because of what the ICC's presiding judge described as "witness interference," a claim the ICC disputed.) Two countries have quit the court altogether, shaking belief in the inevitable, gradual expansion of The Hague's writ.

The composition of the ICC's membership has created a serious problem for the court. The largest concentration of member states is in Africa, but every defendant tried by the Court has been a sub-Saharan African, leading to a threat of mass walkout by African Union states.

The charges against Israel can be understood, in part, as a solution to this predicament. They serve to deflect criticism of the court as a Western tool, and were received with enthusiasm by international NGOs. And they come with a major advantage: As a non-member state, Israel can't quit in protest.

But that also means the court should not, by rights, have jurisdiction over Israel. To overcome this obstacle, the court decided that Palestine is a state that can join the court, despite not satisfying the legal criteria for statehood. Such an exception has not been made for any other entity. It also controversially decided that Gaza was part of that state, in addition to the West Bank, despite each having had an entirely different government for nearly two decades.

Then the ICC ignored a second limitation on its reach. Its governing statute instructs it to intervene only when a state is "unwilling or unable" to prosecute crimes by its leaders, in order to shield them from responsibility. Not only is Israel's attorney general willing to prosecute Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu--she is already doing so in several high-profile cases involving alleged corruption.

The more likely reason the Israeli justice system is not pursuing the charges brought by the ICC is because they appear to be unfounded. The main thrust of the court's claims (the details of which remain sealed by the tribunal) is that Israel purposefully starved the people of Gaza, as well as restricted electricity to the area. Yet in June, the UN's own hunger watchdog released a report denying that famine occurred during the period addressed by the prosecutor. Nor does Israel's allowing shipments of food into the Gaza Strip, which one estimate placed at more than 3,000 calories a day per person, suggest an attempt to starve the population, even if conditions in parts of the Strip have been dire.

Hamas controls food distribution within Gaza, and has been seizing aid convoys. Aid groups complain that Israel has been constricting the flow of food into Gaza; Israel counters that aid has piled up on the Gaza side of the border without distribution. Moreover, international law allows for besieging an enemy force, even if civilians are within the besieged area. Exceptions allow for the provision of essential medical supplies, but even those exceptions are suspended when there is a credible fear of "diversion" to the enemy force, as there surely is with Hamas. If anything, Israel is being blamed for Hamas's starvation of its own population.

Supporters of the ICC should be embarrassed that its decision was cheered by Hamas and Hezbollah. Those groups understand that the court's indictments of Israeli officials will make it more difficult for Israel to defend itself. Yet the ICC cannot deter dictators and warlords, because they can fall into its hands only if they lose power. If they remain in power despite their atrocities, a minor crimp in their travel plans is more than offset by the power and wealth they will enjoy.  The three Hamas leaders indicted by the tribunal have already been killed by Israel; they might have preferred a cell in The Hague.

Leaders of democracies must make different calculations; they rotate out of power, and their private benefits in office are relatively minimal. ICC warrants against them, even if entirely unjustified, could deter them from vigorously and lawfully prosecuting defensive wars, for which their civilian populations would pay the price. Thus, the prosecutions of Israeli officials will actually make war crimes more likely, by tipping the scales against liberal democracies.

All of this poses a threat to the U.S.--as a non-member state that engages in a high level of global armed conflict--as well as to its leaders and soldiers. The ICC could recognize the Islamic State in the Levant as a "state" for purposes of its jurisdiction, just as easily as it recognized Palestine, and investigate American officials for alleged crimes during the U.S.-led campaign against the terror group. That campaign, started during Barack Obama's presidency, included battles in Mosul, where an effort to evict approximately 5,000 ISIS fighters in the city led to perhaps 10,000 civilian deaths and the destruction of the city. The ICC did not have jurisdiction, because Iraq had not joined the treaty--but the Palestine precedent shows that this is not an insurmountable problem.

Gershom Gorenberg: Israel's disaster foretold

The ICC's disregard for law also threatens American troops on counterterror missions in countries that have joined the ICC. Washington has long relied on treaties signed with such countries as a safeguard against Hague jurisdiction, but the tribunal's boundless view of its powers gives no assurance that those treaties will be honored.
 
 This is not far-fetched: The ICC is already investigating alleged U.S. crimes in Afghanistan. Indeed, the ICC prosecutor recently suggested that sitting U.S. senators may have committed crimes against the court's charter by speaking out in support of bipartisan legislation that would impose sanctions on the body.

Not all efforts to solve the world's problems work--some backfire. The high aspirations with which the tribunal was founded should not shield it from the consequences of its decision to pursue other agendas.
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The International Criminal Court Shows Its Mettle

International law has always been aspirational. The decision on Israel brings it closer.

by Arash Azizi




Passing judgment on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was never going to be simple for the International Criminal Court. Even harder than acting fairly and impartially would be appearing to have done so, in a conflict that stirs fierce passions the world over.

On top of that, equality before the law is a basic principle of justice, but until this point, the ICC has mainly prosecuted authoritarian and non-Western leaders. Almost all of the court's top funders are Western democracies or their allies. Now, for the first time in its history, the ICC would be asked to assess the actions of a democratically elected government allied with the West, and to show that it could do so without special favor.

Last Thursday, the ICC rose to this challenge. A three-person panel at the court approved arrest-warrant requests for Israel's prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, and former Defense Minister Yoav Gallant. The Israeli officials are accused of war crimes and crimes against humanity, including the murder and starvation of Palestinians.

Eugene Kontorovich: The International Criminal Court's folly

Back in May, prosecutors also asked for arrest warrants for three Hamas leaders, who stand accused of extermination, murder, rape, and sexual assault against Israeli citizens during the attacks of October 7. Two of the three (Ismail Haniyeh and Yahya Sinwar) have since been killed by Israel. The ICC issued the arrest warrant for the third, Mohammed Deif. Israel claims to have killed him too, but Hamas has not confirmed his death.

The three judges who made the decision hail from Benin, France, and Slovenia, but were elected by all 124 member states of the ICC and went through a rigorous vetting process. Their months-long deliberations included engaging with the Israeli government and assessing its claim that its own courts could handle the matter.

Since its foundation, in 2002, the ICC has investigated crimes all over the world. It is limited in both the types of crimes it can investigate (genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity, and aggression) and its territorial jurisdiction (restricted mostly to its member states, which include countries in the European Union, Latin America, the antipodes, and half of Africa). Yet it has managed to levy charges for crimes committed in 17 countries and issue arrest warrants for despots such as Vladimir Putin, Muammar Qaddafi, and Omar al-Bashir.

For years, however, many non-Western leaders have accused the court of having a pro-Western bias. The arrest warrants against Israeli leaders offer the ICC an opportunity to prove otherwise. But much will depend on how seriously countries allied with Israel take the court's orders.

The court's members include the majority of Western countries, which will now be obligated to arrest Netanyahu or Gallant if either sets foot in their territory. Canada, one of the court's biggest funders, was among the first to commit to doing so. Belgium, Ireland, Portugal, Norway, Australia, Spain, Liechtenstein, the Czech Republic, Finland, the Netherlands, Denmark, and Slovenia have followed suit. Most other Western countries have treated the warrant with vagueness, generally agreeing that it is valid without committing specifically to arresting Netanyahu and Gallant.

Initially, only one EU member, Viktor Orban's Hungary, a self-described "illiberal democracy," outright opposed the warrant and even asked Netanyahu to visit. But on November 27, France declared that it considered Netanyahu immune from the ICC's order because Israel is not a member of the court. If this principle is to be applied elsewhere, Putin, too, should be considered immune, given Russia's non-membership in the ICC. The United States is also not a member of the court and is in fact openly hostile to its operations. The Biden administration has declared its disagreement with the arrest warrants, and surrogates of President-Elect Donald Trump have accused the court of anti-Semitism, promising a much tougher approach when Trump comes into office.

Netanyahu, like many others wanted by the court, will probably never appear before it. But that doesn't make the ruling meaningless. International law has always been aspirational, in part because the world lacks an international law-enforcement agency (Interpol serves only to coordinate among various national police forces). But international justice has more significance in the world today than at any previous time in human history. Dozens of treaties obligate countries around the world and are referenced every day in national and transnational courts, sometimes leading to real results for victims and perpetrators. Viewed from a long historical perspective, this is a grand achievement. And last week's ruling, by demonstrating an equal application of international law to a Western country, advances that cause.

In Governing the World: The History of an Idea, the historian Mark Mazower writes that the quest for a global court began before the First World War, with an enthusiastic, international group of peace activists who hoped that arbitration could bring an end to war. President Theodore Roosevelt, an ardent supporter of that movement, helped give tooth to the Permanent Court of Arbitration, founded in 1899 at The Hague. But advocates' hopes soon crashed into the gory realities of the 20th century. The First World War killed millions. The League of Nations, created in its aftermath, was soon overtaken by events: Liberalism retreated behind fascism and communism in the 1930s, and a Second World War followed the first, culminating in atrocities with little precedent in human history.

Arash Azizi: The problem with boycotting Israel

Still, the quest for international justice did not die. The defeat of Nazi Germany and of Japan, and the revelation of the extraordinary extent of their crimes, led to international trials in Nuremberg and Tokyo and the foundation of the United Nations.

Nearly a century later, the International Criminal Court was founded during the optimistic period that followed the fall of the Soviet Union, in 1991. Democracy appeared ascendant, maybe even inevitable. The genocides in Rwanda and the territories of the former Yugoslavia tempered that period's hopes--but they were met with international tribunals, which held out the promise that war criminals could no longer expect impunity. A United Nations conference in 1998, attended by representatives of 161 states, adopted the Rome Statute, which established the ICC four years later.

Many of the legal professionals who went to work for the ICC had been shaped by the experience of working for the ad hoc tribunals for Rwanda and Yugoslavia, which were relatively successful in delivering verdicts against human-rights offenders. For example, the Iranian Canadian lawyer Payam Akhavan served as a legal adviser at the tribunals for both Rwanda and Yugoslavia and then argued cases before the ICC, where he represented post-Qaddafi Libya as the country attempted to bring officials of the former regime to justice. In his book, In Search of a Better World: A Human Rights Odyssey, Akhavan describes the establishment of the ICC as the consummation of the idea of justice propounded at Nuremberg.

But the ICC has been bedeviled by controversy for much of its short life. In its early years, the court focused largely on African war criminals, because many of its member states were African. This led to allegations of bias. In the years since, it has expanded its operations across the world. And yet, most people live in countries where the court has no jurisdiction. Powerful nations such as China, India, Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia never joined. The United States, Israel, and Russia signed the Rome Statute but then withdrew their signatures. The year the court was founded, the United States adopted the American Service-Members' Protection Act, in which it promised to take any necessary measures to release "any U.S. or allied personnel" detained by the court.

A far simpler way of denying the court's authority is to ignore it. In 2015, South Africa refused to arrest Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir despite an ICC warrant. Earlier this year, Mongolia all but rolled out the red carpet for a visit from Russian President Vladimir Putin, the ICC's warrant for his arrest notwithstanding.

But none of this means that the court, or the quest for international justice more broadly, is ineffectual. Putin has had to skip many an international summit (he skipped the recent Group of 20 meeting in Brazil, just as he did last year's BRICS meeting in South Africa). And the ICC's legal work can be used by other courts to prosecute alleged perpetrators. In the case of Israel, Netanyahu and Gallant are unlikely to ever be tried in The Hague, but the world has become much smaller for them. The warrants also provide an opportunity for Israel's judicial system to prove its mettle: The ICC has declared that if Israel chooses to prosecute the allegations in its national court system, the warrants will be dropped.

The quest to have human conflicts decided by men and women in robes and wigs, and not just those in berets and boots, should resonate deeply with Israel's founding ideals. The state's declaration of independence in 1948 promised that it was "the natural right of the Jewish people to be masters of their own fate, like all other nations, in their own sovereign State." But it anchored this right in international law, pointing to the newly formed United Nations, which is mentioned seven times in the declaration.

Israel's first government was led by nationalists and socialists. But the country's first justice minister, and the architect of its judicial system, was one of the few signatories of the declaration who defined himself primarily as a liberal. A Berlin-born lawyer, Pinchas Rosen had moved to the British Mandate for Palestine in 1926, at the age of 39, having earned law degrees in Germany before the country's liberal traditions were destroyed by Nazism.

Israel was hardly a liberal paradise in its early years. It enforced a military rule over its Arab citizens until 1966. But Rosen did establish a robust court system and was adamant that the State of Israel was to be a state of law. The country joined the United Nations and, with such legendary diplomats as the British-educated Abba Eban, overcame the isolation of its early years to establish a seat for itself at the table of international law. Israel's occupation of Palestinian territories since 1967 has rightly called that commitment to the law into question; but it has also been the subject of contestation within the country.

Gershom Gorenberg: Israel's disaster foretold

Practically all of Israel's political leaders have condemned the ICC's decision. But some voices of dissent are audible. Naama Lazimi, a progressive member of the Knesset, called Thursday "a sad day for Israel" and put the blame for the decision on Netanyahu, not the court. "This was unnecessary," she wrote on X, adding that it could have been avoided if the Israeli government had undertaken an independent inquiry and pursued a settlement to end the war and return the hostages held by Hamas. "But Netanyahu chose and still chooses his own position and cynical and personal interests," she concluded: "The Hague has come out against Netanyahu, Netanyahu against Israel." The Israeli organization Peace Now has taken a similar position, blaming the country's leadership.

The long-term interests of Israel and those of enthusiasts for international law need not diverge. As a small country with many ill-wishers, surrounded by militias that clamor for its destruction, Israel often feels itself under siege and classifies any action against it as an unforgivable betrayal. But the country owes much of its past success to its recognition under international law and its membership in the community of democratic nations. Illegally occupying the Palestinian territories, and disregarding competent international forums such as ICC, serve to undermine that status. A world where liberal democratic norms, such as respect for international legal institutions, are more prevalent will ultimately be a safer one for Israel, especially if it wishes to fulfill the dream of its founders to be a Jewish and democratic state.

The call from The Hague should thus be seen as an urgent message that the country needs to correct its course and step back from the campaign it has pursued since October 2023. True friends of Israel are not those who attempt to shield it from international justice. They are those who remind it that as a sovereign nation, it has the right to defend itself--but not the right to be immune from legal judgment.
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Moderation Is Not the Same Thing as Surrender

Democrats do not, in fact, face a choice between championing trans rights and completely abandoning them.

by Jonathan Chait




Before this month's elections, when Democratic candidates were being attacked for letting transgender athletes compete in girls' sports, trans-rights activists and their allies had a confident answer: They had nothing to fear, because anti-trans themes were a consistent loser for Republicans. That position became impossible to maintain after the elections, when detailed research showed that the issue had done tremendous damage to Kamala Harris and other Democrats. In fact, the third-most-common reason swing voters and late deciders in one survey gave for opposing Harris was that she "is focused more on cultural issues like transgender issues rather than helping the middle class," an impression these voters no doubt got from endless ads showing her endorsing free gender-transition surgery for prisoners and detained migrants.

Now some of the very people who pushed Democrats into adopting these politically toxic positions have shifted to a new line: Abandoning any element of the trans-rights agenda would be morally unthinkable. "To suggest we should yield even a little to Mr. Trump's odious politics, to suggest we should compromise on the rights of trans people," wrote the New York Times columnist Roxane Gay, would be "shameful and cowardly." Asked whether his party should rethink its positions on transgender issues, Senator Tim Kaine said, "Democrats should get on board the hate train? We ain't gonna do it." The writer Jill Filipovic recently argued that Democrats must refuse "to chase the median voter if that voter has some really bad, dangerous, or hateful ideas."

Refusing to accommodate the electorate is a legitimate choice when politicians believe they are defending a principle so foundational that defeat is preferable to compromise. But in this case, the no-compromise stance is premised on a fundamental misunderstanding of the options on the table. Democrats do not, in fact, face a choice between championing trans rights and abandoning them. They can and should continue to defend trans people against major moral, legal, and cultural threats. All they need to do to reduce their political exposure is repudiate the movement's marginal and intellectually shaky demands.

Read: The Democrats need an honest conversation on gender identity

The major questions about trans rights are: Do some people have the chance to live a happier and more fulfilling life in a different gender identity than the one to which they were born? Do some of these people need access to medical services to facilitate their transition? Do they deserve to be treated with respect and addressed by their chosen names and pronouns? Do they deserve equal protections from discrimination in employment, housing, and military service? Must society afford them access to public accommodations so as not to assault their dignity?

I believe the moral answer to all of these questions is a clear yes. The evidence also suggests that this is a relatively safe position for politicians to take. Americans broadly support individual choice, and trans rights fit comfortably within that framework. Sarah McBride, the incoming first transgender member of Congress, faced down bullying by her new Republican colleagues--an example of how Democrats can defend the dignity of trans people without allowing themselves to be depicted as extremists. The Trump administration is reportedly planning to kick transgender people out of the military, a move that only 30 percent of the public supports, according to a February YouGov poll. If Trump follows through, this fight would give Democrats the chance to highlight the pure cruelty of the Republican stance.

Democrats mainly ran into trouble because they either supported or refused to condemn a few highly unpopular positions: allowing athletes who transitioned from male to female to participate in high-level female sports, where they often enjoy clear physical advantages; allowing adolescent and preadolescent children to medically transition without adequate diagnosis; and providing state-funded sex-change surgery for prisoners and detainees. The first two issues poll horribly; the last has not been polled, but you can infer its lack of support from the Harris campaign's insistence on changing the subject even in the face of relentless criticism.

I think there's a strong case to be made for the Democrats adjusting the first two of these stances on substantive grounds. But even if you disagree with that, as many activists do, there remains an almost unassailable political case for reversing course. Why not stick to what I'd argue are the clearest, most important cases where trans rights must be protected, while letting go of a handful of hard-to-defend edge cases that are hurting Democrats at the polls--yielding policy outcomes that work to the detriment of trans people themselves? The answer is that much of the trans-rights activist community and its most vocal allies have come to believe that the entire package of trans-rights positions is a single, take-it-or-leave-it bloc. That mistaken conviction underlies the insistence that compromise is impossible, and that the only alternative to unquestioning support is complete surrender.

This maneuver is common among political movements of all stripes. Consider how, say, Israel hawks routinely define being "pro-Israel" as not only supporting the existence of a Jewish state but also withholding any criticism of Israel's military operations or settlement expansion. Once you have defined acceptance of your entire program as a moral test, it becomes easy to dismiss all opposition as bigotry--hence the disturbing ease with which many Israel hawks routinely smear even measured criticism of Israel as anti-Semitic.

Examples of this dynamic are easy to find. Gun-rights advocates will denounce even the mildest firearms restriction as gun-grabbing and a rejection of the Second Amendment; some climate activists have extended the term climate denier from those who deny the science of climate change to anybody who rejects any element of their preferred remedy.

Helen Lewis: The worst argument for youth transition

Trans-rights activists have made especially extensive use of this tactic, frequently accusing anyone who dissents from any element of their agenda as transphobic. Quashing internal disagreements is a necessary step toward casting all dissent as pure bigotry. "A lot of LGBTQ leaders and advocates didn't want to say they had concerns because they worried about dividing their movement," the New York Times reporter Jeremy Peters noted.

Perhaps the nadir of this campaign occurred last year, when a group of Times contributors and staffers published an error-riddled letter attacking the paper. The letter accused the Times of "follow[ing] the lead of far-right hate groups" with its reporting on the debate among youth-gender-care practitioners about the efficacy of providing puberty blockers and cross-sex hormones to children. It effectively transmitted the message that calling into question any position maintained by trans-rights activists would create a reputational cost for anybody working not just in journalism but in other industries, too--particularly people in Democratic politics and other nonconservative elite fields. The hothouse dynamic no doubt contributed to Democrats' inability to form reality-based assessments of their positioning on the issue.

A few days after the election, Democratic Representative Seth Moulton told the Times, "I have two little girls. I don't want them getting run over on a playing field by a male or formerly male athlete." This sparked a furious backlash. Kyle Davis, a Democratic official in Moulton's home city of Salem, called on Moulton to resign. "We're certainly rejecting the narrative that trans people are to be scapegoated or fear-mongered against," he told reporters. Moulton has supported the Equality Act and the Transgender Bill of Rights, both of which would extend broad anti-discrimination protections to trans people. He has explained that he favors "evidence-based, sport-by-sport policies," rather than the sweeping bans favored by Republicans. But Moulton's general support for trans rights makes his heresy on female sports more, not less, threatening to the left.

The MSNBC columnist Katelyn Burns argues that placing any limits on female sports participation means denying trans women all their other rights. "If trans girls are really boys when they're playing sports ... then trans women should be considered men in all contexts," she wrote in October. That simple equation collapses under a moment's scrutiny. Female sports is one of the rare cases in which the broadly correct principle of allowing trans people to set the terms of their own identity can meaningfully inhibit the rights of others. One can easily defend Lia Thomas's right to be addressed as a woman and allowed access to women's bathrooms without supporting her participation on a women's college swim team.

In place of careful reasoning, advocates of the maximal position frequently resort to sweeping moralistic rhetoric. Innumerable columns after this month's elections have chastised moderates for "throwing trans people under the bus."

Arguing in this spirit, the New York Times columnist M. Gessen worries that trans people will be outright "abandoned" by the Democratic Party, and insists that Democrats cannot separate trans rights from other social issues, in part because Republicans see them all as linked. "On the right, all fears are interconnected, as are all dreams: Replacement theory lives right next to the fear of trans 'contagion,' and the promise of mass deportation is entwined with the vision of an America free of immigrants and people who breach the gender binary."

Helen Lewis: The only way out of the child-gender culture war

As they refine their position profile, Democrats should obviously continue to listen to trans people themselves about their priorities. Those priorities are not always uniform, however, nor are they perfectly represented by the activist organizations speaking on their behalf. Dr. Erica Anderson, a trans woman and the former president of the United States Professional Association for Transgender Health, has criticized rapid medicalization of gender-questioning youth. The trans writer Brianna Wu argues that the movement's adoption of more radical positions has imperiled its core goals. The tactic of smearing all of these critiques as "anti-trans" is deeply misleading.

In a column demanding that Democrats give not an inch on any element of the trans-rights agenda, the Time columnist Philip Elliott asserts, "Conceding ground to the winners, as seems to be the case here in a culture-war fight that is as over-simplified as it is ill-considered, is not a way to dig out of this deep hole."

But the hole is not actually that deep. Harris lost both the national vote and Pennsylvania, the tipping-point state, by less than two percentage points. A Democratic firm found that exposure to Trump's ubiquitous ads showing Harris endorsing free sex-change surgery for migrant detainees and prisoners moved the audience 2.7 points in his direction. And conceding ground to the winners is a time-honored way to escape political holes of any size. After Mitt Romney was hammered in 2012 over Republicans' desire to cut Medicare, Trump repositioned them closer to the center. In 2024, Trump partially neutralized the GOP's biggest liability, abortion, by insisting that he would leave the matter to the states, allowing him to pick up enough pro-abortion-rights votes to scrape by.

Gessen argues, "It's not clear how much further Democrats could actually retreat." But there is plenty of reasonable room for Democrats to retreat--on female-sports participation, youth gender medicine, and state-sponsored surgery for prisoners and detainees. You may wish to add or subtract discrete items on my list. I can't claim to have compiled a morally or politically unassailable accounting of which compromises Democratic politicians should make. What is unassailable is the principle that compromise without complete surrender is, in fact, possible.
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When Haruki Murakami Takes His Own Magic for Granted

The Japanese author's popularity rests on a blend of mystery and accessibility. His latest novel fails to achieve that balance.

by Randy Boyagoda




Haruki Murakami's new novel, The City and Its Uncertain Walls, features an imaginary world that is both intricate and baffling: A parallel universe contains a walled city, which contains a library, which contains orbs that contain people's dreams. Exploring them is an unnamed, middle-aged narrator accompanied by a teenage girl whom he somehow met decades ago. Moving back and forth between this universe and mundane reality, he begins to wonder which version of himself is the real one--the "Dream Reader" or the bored employee of a Tokyo book distributor. For Murakami's millions of readers, this confounding premise will sound familiar, even exciting, especially because the new book shares many elements with his first major novel, the confidently weird and exciting Hard-Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World. Both stories could serve as metaphors for the beguiling, febrile experience of reading Murakami's best fiction. As his new narrator puts it: "Lots of questions, but no clear-cut answers. The meaning of it all totally eluded me. Many mysterious doors before me, but no key that fit. What I could understand (or faintly perceive) was that there was an extraordinary, special power at work."

The narrator is describing his lonely, searching life but also evoking and drawing on the allure of the Murakami-verse, a body of work that feels both labyrinthine and accessible. In this balance lies the bravura, idiosyncratic source of Murakami's popularity. Like Hemingway's simple sentences, this style is harder than it looks to achieve; also like Hemingway, Murakami doesn't always pull it off.

The 75-year-old writer's novels and stories, which are marked by a distinct combination of strange happenings and plainspoken feelings, have been translated into more than 50 languages. This new novel, his first release in the United States in six years, was his native Japan's best-selling book for six months in 2023, "beating out a guidebook for the latest Pokemon game on Nintendo Switch," according to The Japan Times. At the same time, Murakami commands close attention from critics and scholars, and most Octobers, his name comes up in Nobel Prize predictions. His new novel, however, rests on this blend of high and broad appeal without, in the end, either justifying or deepening it. Only the already initiated are allowed entry into the walled-in city of Murakami's imagination; the rest are left to wander about, casualties of what reads a lot like presumption, if not self-satisfaction.

The City and Its Uncertain Walls begins, promisingly, like a fable: The narrator speaks directly to the young woman, remembering their teenage romance with lyric clarity, as conveyed by the longtime Murakami translator Philip Gabriel: "On that summer evening we were heading up the river, the sweet fragrance of grass wafting over us ... You'd stuck your flat red sandals in your yellow plastic shoulder bag and were walking from one sandbank to the next, just ahead of me. Wet blades of grass were pasted to your wet calves, wonderful green punctuation marks." The young woman had told him at the time about a distant town: "The real me lives there, in that town surrounded by a wall."

Were this a story from the Middle Ages, we'd recognize this as a message-bearing allegory: We reserve our most private and truest self for people who prove worthy; often, they must undertake a difficult journey to reach us. The narrator, as a young man, begins visiting this town, where time never passes, in chapters that contrast with his stale school and family life in "the real world." With gratitude and wonder, he marvels that he and his girlfriend are able to "create and share a special, secret world of our own." That said, something both basic and profound separates them (although Murakami never really accounts for it): The narrator retains a single identity and consciousness across both worlds, whereas the unnamed girlfriend splits in two--the real-world version, who knows about the city, and the one who lives there and seems to be unaware of the other reality.

The IRL girlfriend disappears suddenly from the narrator's (real) life, cutting off his access to the walled-in city. Some 20 years later, all grown up into a standard Murakami man--listless, shy, introspective--he drudges through his day job in Tokyo, his existence enlivened only by memories of that more vivid world. At melancholic loose ends, he leaves the capital to work as a librarian in a remote village. There, he meets a chatty old man. With his subtle guidance, the narrator finds his way back to the walled-in city, where he reencounters his girlfriend, who is still a teenager--and who has no memory of him. No matter; he's largely pleased just to be there, spending time with her, sipping tea, and reading the orb-shaped dreams housed in the city's library.

Read: Where my characters come from

There are clear parallels between this library and its real-world equivalent in the village, but what does it mean to read a dream rather than a book? The narrator holds an orb for "about five minutes," feels a warm glow, and "then the dreams would begin to spin their way into me, hesitantly, at first, like a silkworm emitting a thread, then with more enthusiasm. They had something they needed to relate." This act of dream-reading both enlarges his life and frees the dreams from their shelves. We are again in the realm of allegory: This is what happens when readers and books come together. Murakami offers variations on this theme throughout the novel. Some readers may feel flattered and affirmed by the analogy, ensorcelled by the Murakami-verse. Others may want him to do more with the story itself--for instance, to describe more of those library dreams instead of mostly just rhapsodizing over the experience of handling them.

Some genuine drama develops back in the village. The narrator befriends a quietly intense boy who spends his days reading in the (real-world) library. The boy shows the narrator an unnervingly accurate map of the other place; we learn that he "found a way to get to the walled-in town (though I had no idea how)." After the boy disappears into that world, his brothers ask the narrator for help: Does he have the boy's map? He says no. "This was a lie," he tells us. "The map was in a drawer back in my house. But I didn't feel like showing it to them."

The brothers are eager to recover the boy. To the narrator, however (and perhaps to Murakami), they are banal workaday types who want to trap the boy in a reality where he's treated like a misfit. Wouldn't it be better, the narrator thinks, for the boy to explore dreams and meet unicorns? And--to extend the now-too-obvious allegory--isn't it the heroic work of writers to bestow imagined worlds on readers, especially those who struggle in the rest of their life? This is an attractive idea, though morally unsettling--especially in the novel. The narrator is withholding information from a family seeking a lost child. Murakami, for his part, is withholding context--without knowing more about the city's strange dreams, the reader must take it on faith that they justify abandoning reality. And the narrator isn't unreliable or even conflicted: You read fruitlessly in hopes of sussing out as much. Murakami doesn't only gloss over ethical questions; he lets the subplot of the missing boy recede, and leaves unexplored the implications of submitting so completely to the power of stories.

The novel's action instead moves on to yet more sweet-toned labors in the dream library, with a pointed shout-out to Gabriel Garcia Marquez along the way. The narrator calls the author's work "ordinary" rather than "magical" realism, because "in the world he inhabits the real and the unreal coexist and he just describes the scenes the way he sees them." This is clearly Murakami explaining, if not defending, his own method: a kind of imaginative liberation from the conventional coherences of novels that just reflect and ratify the stifling world as it is.

But as heretical as this might be to say about a Murakami novel, I simply wanted this one to make more sense--in terms of plot, character, ideas, and world-building--and to do so on its own terms instead of depending on buttressing from other works, whether those by Marquez or by Murakami himself. Yes, longtime fans will fill in the gaps, especially given the many explicit connections to Hard-Boiled Wonderland (which also features a dream reader in a mysterious library, albeit with a day job at a data factory). And beyond the dream eggs and Murakami-brand Easter eggs, less devoted readers will nevertheless recognize, perhaps too readily, patterns that recur across his many other books: parallel worlds and competing realities, ordinary people on a quest to find a loved one, mysterious guides with unclear motives, symbolically significant libraries, objectifying descriptions of women's bodies.

Maybe as a sign of his own misgivings about the novel's stand-alone status, Murakami includes an afterword in which he discusses its origins in a 1980 short story, which was also the source material for Hard-Boiled Wonderland; its gestation as he evolved from a jazz-cafe proprietor into a globally famous novelist; and, finally, its pandemic-era revival and completion.

All of this is interesting if you're keen to be let in on a famous writer's story-making secrets at a late stage in his career--but alas, it's not much more. Because what really drives most of us to stay with a big and difficult novel is our desire to figure out what's happening, in higher-order ways if not merely on a literal level, so that our ideas about stories, or the world, or ourselves, or, ideally, all of that, are changed. Murakami's best books magnificently bend these questions into weird and exhilarating shapes. This new one soft-boils them.
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The Fox News Rebound

After the 2020 elections, the network seemed in peril. Today, it's where Donald Trump goes for Cabinet members.

by David A. Graham




Updated at 11:50 a.m. ET on November 27, 2024

Four years ago, the long-running Fox News juggernaut suddenly looked precarious. The 2020 elections proved a major threat, as viewers abandoned the network and huge lawsuits threatened its coffers. Today, Donald Trump is headed back to the White House, and he's bringing a brigade of former Fox talent with him--a symbolic expression of the Murdoch-owned channel's astonishing comeback.

Leading the list are Pete Hegseth, a former frequent Fox presence who is nominated for secretary of defense, and Sean Duffy, a former Fox Business host (and U.S. representative) tapped to lead the Department of Transportation. They're joined by former Fox contributors Tom Homan (border czar), Tulsi Gabbard (director of national intelligence), and Janette Nesheiwat (surgeon general); former host Mike Huckabee (ambassador to Israel); guest host Pam Bondi (attorney general); and frequent guests Michael Waltz (national security adviser) and Marty Makary (commissioner of the Food and Drug Administration). Larry Kudlow passed this time on an administration job to stay at Fox Business.

David A. Graham: Tucker's successor will be worse

In some ways, this staffing strategy looks a lot like that of the first Trump administration. During that presidency, the network was closely intertwined with the White House; the Fox host Sean Hannity was sometimes called Trump's "shadow chief of staff," and Hannity's colleague Tucker Carlson became the leading exponent of Trumpist ideology in the media.

But the mostly synergistic relationship faltered in November 2020. Fox was the first network to forecast that Joe Biden had won Arizona, which infuriated both the Trump camp and conservative viewers. As the Republican Party became engulfed by bogus accusations of electoral fraud, Fox found itself in an uncomfortable in-between position. The network sometimes hosted Trump-world figures who repeated false claims, but privately, hosts ridiculed them. Meanwhile, hard-line viewers became angry with Fox's refusal to go all in on the Big Lie and started defecting to more extreme right-wing upstarts such as Newsmax and One America News Network; Trump lambasted his former Fox allies. Internally, the network was rattled, and leaders debated next steps. Rupert Murdoch had never loved Trump, and some of his children wondered whether the business would be better served by moving to the center.

Worse was to come. Fox may not have embraced voting-fraud claims as fully as other outlets, but it did air guests' statements that machines made by Dominion, a company that makes ballot-counting-equipment, had rigged the presidential election. Dominion sued for defamation, and a legal expert told CNN that the prospect of huge payouts represented "an existential threat" to the Fox Corporation. Fox finally settled the case on the eve of a trial, in April 2023, paying $787 million, though not before damaging internal communications had emerged as part of the litigation. A week later, Carlson--the network's most popular figure--was fired.

Read: What does Tucker Carlson believe?

So Fox's return to dominance today is somewhat surprising. Perhaps it shouldn't be. The network has led cable-news ratings for more than two decades, and weathered the loss of several prominent hosts before Carlson; as I wrote when he exited, anchors tend to need Fox more than Fox needs them.

Although Trump has sometimes tried to claim credit for Fox's success, what really seems to have happened is that Trump and Fox rediscovered a symbiotic relationship that allowed both to rebound. A spokesperson for the network pointed out to me that Fox has covered inflation, border security, and President Biden's apparent decline extensively, getting to those topics faster or in more depth than CNN and MSNBC did. These three issues were also among the most important in the latest presidential election. What seemed like adverse headlines for Trump, including the criminal charges against him, led to high ratings for MSNBC, but Fox still came out on top.

After years of mostly avoiding Fox, Democrats also began to appear on the channel to try to get their message out. Kamala Harris granted one of her rare national-media interviews to Fox's Bret Baier. Her vice-presidential nominee, Tim Walz, went on Fox News Sunday two weeks running in October. And Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, an early adopter of Fox guest spots, introduced himself at the Democratic National Convention in August by joking, "Here's a sentence I never thought I'd hear myself saying: I'm Pete Buttigieg, and you might recognize me from Fox News."

The aftermath of the election has many on the left feeling dejected and tuning out the news. MSNBC's numbers tanked in the week after the election, and the network's morning-show team of Joe Scarborough and Mika Brzezinski has endured backlash over their meeting for a reset with Trump at Mar-a-Lago. MSNBC's parent company is also spinning it off from NBC.

Adam Serwer: Why Fox News lied to its viewers

The impact of nontraditional news sources, including X and podcasts, on the election has brought a new round of predictions about the demise of traditional media. But Fox's rebound suggests a different conclusion: Perhaps the answer isn't that people are really demanding different kinds of news; it's that they just want conservative news. The nearly uniform shift rightward of the electorate in 2024 suggests that Fox was well positioned to both reflect and amplify voters' mood.

Trump, meanwhile, continues to gripe about Fox decisions, likely judging that his broadsides can help shape Fox's coverage to his liking. Shortly before the election, he demanded that the network stop airing paid ads that criticized him, whined when Baier interviewed Harris, and blasted Fox this summer after Paul Ryan, the former speaker of the House who sits on the corporation's board, criticized him. "Nobody can ever trust Fox News, and I am one of them," he posted, semi-grammatically. Trump's selection of so many Fox alumni for his administration is in part a reflection of his instinct that politics is really a form of entertainment, and one of the key qualifications he seeks in any aide is looking the part. But the appointments and nominations over the past two weeks also show that, much like the viewers who left Fox after the 2020 election but have since returned, Trump may not love everything Fox does, but he can't bring himself to leave it for good.



This article originally stated that Pete Hegseth is a frequent Fox presence; in fact, he was once so but has not appeared on the network since his nomination for secretary of defense.
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What Comes Next for Air Travel

The Trump administration could prove more sympathetic to businesses than to consumers.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


The list of air-travel fiascos this past year reads like a verse of "We Didn't Start the Fire": A chunk of plane fell off mid-flight. Boeing workers went on strike. A CrowdStrike software issue grounded thousands of planes worldwide. A major airline merger was blocked. Passengers were terribly unruly.

And yet, in roughly that same time period, much about the experience of air travel actually went pretty well: Cancellations in the first half of this year (even with that software outage) were way down from the chaos of 2022, even amidst record-breaking travel days, and last year was by some metrics the safest on record. The Biden administration implemented new requirements for airlines to give passengers refunds for canceled or significantly changed flights and announced a new rule to crack down on airline junk fees. Flights are more affordable than they were decades ago, adjusted for inflation.

An air-travel paradox has emerged. As my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote earlier this year, "although air safety is getting markedly better over time, the experience of flying is arguably worse than ever." Flying in 2024 is safe and relatively consumer friendly but also quite annoying, especially for the customers unwilling or unable to tack on the perks or upgrades that make it more pleasant. In most economy flying situations, seats are cramped, snacks are expensive, storage space is tight, tensions are high. Airlines are seeing record demand; the TSA is predicting that this week will be the busiest Thanksgiving travel week on record. But staffing shortages persist, adding to inconvenience for fliers.

Many of these frustrations are the fault of individual airlines. But a presidential administration's approach to consumer welfare can play a meaningful role in the experience of flying (and what happens when things, inevitably, go wrong). Under President Joe Biden and Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, the federal government pushed to block mergers that it saw as concentrating the industry in a way that might hurt consumers, and generally focused on consumer protections (sometimes to the ire of the industry). The Trump administration will likely take a more "business-friendly" approach, Henry Harteveldt, an industry analyst, told me. Former Representative Sean Duffy of Wisconsin, Trump's pick to replace Buttiegieg as transportation secretary, used to be an airline lobbyist. Meanwhile, Project 2025 (which Trump has denied affiliation with) has identified airline consumer protection as a "problematic area." And many Trump allies have also harshly criticized Federal Trade Commission Chair Lina Khan's approach to antitrust policy. Trump--even if he doesn't fully undo the regulations introduced under Biden--could curb some of the actions that are currently in motion but have not yet made their way to Congress, Harteveldt predicted.

In his first term, Trump's administration bailed out the airline industry in the early days of the pandemic. And on the Friday after Thanksgiving in 2020, Trump's Transportation Department quietly announced a new rule that redefined what counted as deceptive practices, to the benefit of airlines over consumers. The airline industry has high hopes for Trump's next term: Delta's CEO celebrated the end of an era of "overreach," and Southwest's CEO said he is optimistic that the next administration is "maybe a little less aggressive in terms of regulating or rule-making."

The full scope of Trump's plans for the airline industry isn't yet clear, but in a statement announcing his transportation-secretary selection, Trump said that Duffy "will make our skies safe again by eliminating DEI for pilots and air traffic controllers." Aviation officials have expressed concern that clean-fuel programs will be stymied under Trump, who has promised to repeal parts of Biden's Inflation Reduction Act. And another initiative Trump floated during his first term--privatizing air-traffic control--may be revived in his next term (the overworked and sometimes dysfunctional Federal Aviation Administration is presently funded with federal dollars). If air-traffic control does indeed become run by a private company, consumers likely wouldn't see a big difference in ticket prices, Harteveldt said, but it would be a huge change to the way the travel industry operates.

So much about travel is unpredictable, especially during busy weeks like this one. Will your flight be delayed? Will your boarding area be crowded with "gate lice" trying to skip the line? Will your seat be double-booked, and will the Wi-Fi work? Some of this uncertainty is just the reality of human experience--you could be seated next to a crying baby no matter who is president--but some of the experience will be shaped by the administration's approach in the next four years. As Trump and his allies attempt to balance the interests of consumers and corporations in a massive, complicated, and closely watched industry, a big question is who will get priority.

Related:

	All airlines are now the same.
 	Flying is weird right now.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Good on Paper: Is ambivalence killing parenthood?
 	A guide for the politically homeless
 	Thanksgiving should be in October.




Today's News

	Israel and Hezbollah agreed to a cease-fire deal, which will take effect tomorrow and pause fighting in the region, President Joe Biden announced.
 	President-Elect Donald Trump said yesterday that he would impose a 25 percent tariff on imports from Canada and Mexico and an additional 10 percent tariff on imports from China.
 	Boris Epshteyn, a top Trump aide, allegedly asked potential nominees for Trump's second administration to pay him consulting fees if they wanted him to advocate for them to Trump, according to a review by the president-elect's legal team. Epshteyn has denied the allegations.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: Americans need to put down the vacuum and get off the tidiness treadmill, Annie Lowrey writes.
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A Horror Movie About an Atheist Who Won't Shut Up

By McKay Coppins

This article contains spoilers for the movie Heretic.
 When I was a Mormon missionary in Texas in the early 2000s, my companions and I used to get strange phone calls from a man with a British accent named Andrew. We didn't know who he was, or how he'd gotten the numbers for a bunch of Church-owned cellphones, but the calls always went the same. He would begin in a friendly mode, feigning interest in our lives and work. Then, gradually, the questions would turn confrontational as he revealed his true agenda: to convince us that everything we believed was wrong.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Dave Free.



Listen (or skip). On Kendrick Lamar's new album, GNX, a rapper who is obsessed with excellence tries to entertain the masses, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Watch. Jimmy O. Yang spent years stuck in small, cliched roles. Now, starring on Interior Chinatown (streaming on Hulu), he's figuring out who he wants to be.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

As the Swifties and/or Black Friday die-hards among you may know, Taylor Swift is releasing a book this Friday at Target. For The Atlantic's Books section, I wrote about what Swift's decision to self-publish means for the publishing industry. Have a great Thanksgiving!

-- Lora

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Road Dogs of the American West

Survivalists, drifters, and divorcees across a resurgent wilderness

by Andrew Aoyama




Drive far enough into Texas from the Louisiana border, and you'll see the ground dry, the earth crumble into dust. Eventually, the photographer Bryan Schutmaat told me, the strip malls fade into the rearview mirror, the landscape opens, and the American West begins.

Schutmaat has long been fascinated by the West; as he toured with punk bands in his teens and early 20s, he felt himself drawn to the region and its open space. His new book, Sons of the Living, documents a decade's worth of more recent journeys through the West and features the hitchhikers and "road dogs" he met along the way.










First in a Subaru Forester and then in a Toyota Tacoma pickup, Schutmaat would set out from his home in Austin and drive toward California. He'd weave from Interstate 10 onto the more isolated two-lane blacktop highways snaking into the remote reaches of Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. When he sensed he was encroaching on the sprawl of Los Angeles, he'd turn around. All told, he spent more than 150 days on the road; many nights, he slept in his car.

At truck stops and campgrounds, Schutmaat would shoot portraits of people he encountered and offer to ferry them from one place to the next. Behind the wheel or over a shared meal or beer, he'd listen as they told their stories: One man, Tazz, had taken to the road after he'd been released from prison and struggled to find work. He had drifted far from his childhood in Maine, and his thick Down East accent clashed with his surroundings. He claimed to have once played childhood pranks on Stephen King's home; later, he told Schutmaat, he committed more serious transgressions. Schutmaat spent several hours talking in a New Mexico Denny's with another man, Walker, a tall traveler with resplendent facial hair; Schutmaat took his portrait in the light of a gas-station pavilion, Walker's beard swaying in the breeze.













From the September 1896 issue: Frederick J. Turner on the problem of the West

Schutmaat's work challenges a mythology of the West that has long maintained a hold on the American imagination. Frederick Jackson Turner theorized that the country's democratic culture was forged from its pacification of the western frontier; the novelist Wallace Stegner called the region "a geography of hope." But like the Depression-era photographers Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans, Schutmaat complicates rosy views of the region and its promise. The newspaper editor Horace Greeley is said to have encouraged one of his charges to "Go west, young man, go west and grow up with the country." Sons of the Living makes clear that the West contains no guaranteed redemption.

Instead, Schutmaat's photographs reveal what happens when a country grows old and fractured, its citizens isolated. The travelers Schutmaat photographed--widowers and addicts, migrant workers and survivalists, drifters and divorcees--are resilient, but not exactly hopeful. In Schutmaat's images of abandoned billboards and collapsing towns, there's a feeling not of humanity taming the wilderness, but of the wilderness steadily reasserting itself over a crumbling human presence.










When Schutmaat was traveling, he'd pull over on the side of the road at nightfall and hike up the highway embankment. He'd set up his camera somewhere elevated and leave the shutter open for five, even 10 minutes. Through his lens, the sparse sets of headlights on the road below would melt into a river of light: the road erased, a wildness restored.



These photos appear in Bryan Schutmaat's new book, Sons of the Living.
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Kendrick Lamar Makes His Point Clearer

On his new album, <em>GNX</em>, a rapper who's obsessed with excellence tries to entertain the masses.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Mid is a perfect bit of new slang for a culture in which quantity is crushing quality, in which you can stream endlessly and feel nothing. What's also fitting is that the word has become a favorite diss in the rap world, the musical genre that has helped pioneer what mediocrity means today. To be clear: Hip-hop is our era's most dynamic art form. But it's also a content template, an expressive mode, that invites anyone with a mic and some talent to spam the internet with raw thoughts set to beats. According to some accounts, the term mid jumped from weed slang to the mainstream in 2021, in reaction to one of the many overlong and underdeveloped albums that Drake--the Spotify era's defining rapper--has released like so many tadpoles into a lake.

Kendrick Lamar has long styled himself as an enemy of midness. The 37-year-old Pulitzer Prize winner makes statement albums thick with meaning and detail. He tells cohesive stories by unpredictably varying his flow, voice, and production ideas; he challenges audiences with noise-jazz interludes and intricate wordplay. This musical ambition matches his persona: that of a disciplined justice seeker taking on the wickedness within himself and in the world around him. When he missteps--as he did in parts of 2022's sprawling Mr. Morale & the Big Steppers--it's from caring too much, trying too hard, and losing the listener while chasing difficult truths.

The expectations he's set for himself make his new, sixth album a bit surprising. Released without any warning on Friday, the 12-track GNX is terse, punchy, and, to an almost disconcerting degree, easy to digest. It polishes familiar Lamarisms and West Coast hip-hop touchstones--wheezing keyboards, drawling flows, the brittle bounce of Bay Area hyphy. The results come off as populism with a point: Lamar slightly compromising his standards in an attempt to raise everyone else's.

The album can't be understood without revisiting his battle with Drake, which unfolded earlier this year. The two rappers volleyed unverifiable allegations of pedophilia and domestic abuse in scathing diss tracks, but beneath that was a war about aesthetics. Lamar portrayed Drake as a vapid, exploitative pop star. Drake labeled Lamar as an egghead: "You better have a motherfuckin' quintuple entendre on that shit," he taunted. Lamar answered with "Not Like Us," a witty and wild takedown that became a radio smash and arguably the song of the summer. Its killer ingredient was its catchiness, proving Lamar's skills not just as an egghead but also as an entertainer.

GNX's opening track, "Wacced Out Murals," surveys the aftermath of that episode in a tone of despair, accompanied by baleful mariachi singing and strings. Lamar was widely celebrated as the victor over Drake, but he feels that the compliments he received were "back-handed," and that the lessons of his victory--basically, be better, morally and artistically--went unheeded. "All of y'all is on trial," he says, clocking hip-hop's present surplus of artists with private-life skeletons and "old-ass flows." The most surprising line: "Fuck a double entendre, I want y'all to feel this shit." Clearly, he doesn't want his message to be lost this time.

Read: It's not a rap beef. It's a cultural reckoning.

To that end, he styles himself as a sage, "writin' words, tryna elevate these children"--meaning both his fading peers and the younger generation who might build on his legacy. The chorus of "Murals" preaches hard work and self-determination to an imagined striver who wants to achieve Lamar's success. Later on the album, he advises listeners to turn Madden off, not get lost to social media, and handle disagreements in private. The final song, "Gloria," scans as a love song about a relationship's ups and downs--but he's actually rapping about his own romance with his pen. At a time when literacy rates are falling and mumble-rap reigns, Lamar wants to make writing sexy again.

The album's straightforward sound serves that mission. Adopting an amusing variety of delivery techniques--rasping staccato on "Peekaboo," Snoop-like butteriness on "Man at the Garden"--Lamar blasts through verses and hooks that will sound great at the Super Bowl halftime show next year. He alternates among jittery bangers, swaying R&B anthems, and big-important-message songs with cinematic orchestration. On "Squabble Up," the beat bubbles like a witch's cauldron as Lamar reworks a classic call-and-response refrain. "Heart Pt. 6" glides through Lamar's early-career memories over a shimmering neo-soul sample. In the instant classic "TV Off," Lamar shouts out Mustard in the manner of a soccer announcer bellowing "gooooaaaal."

Some of the music, however, comes off like a diet version of Lamar's best work. Many of the beats have a pillowy, thudding quality that might be attributed to the involvement of pop's vibes mastermind, Jack Antonoff. Certain lines rely on overly clunky allusions, half-baked metaphors, or both. "I put a square on his back like I'm Jack Dorsey," he raps, a lyric that wouldn't be out of place on one of those Drake albums that Lamar disdains.

The tensions of the album's approach are exemplified by "Reincarnated," on which Lamar imagines himself having lived a series of past lives as brilliant but doomed musicians. As Lamar raps in furious counterpoint with a sizzling Tupac sample, the music telegraphs big drama ahead. But ultimately, the track feels minor in the larger context of his career. The concept he's using--staging an intense inner dialogue about the state of his soul--has previously pushed him to heights of extreme emotion and thematic knottiness. Here, the payoff is oddly tidy: "I rewrote the Devil's story," Lamar concludes, summarizing what he just said for anyone who didn't get it.

Still, if the album's goal is to fortify Lamar's standing and evangelize his values, then it's mostly a success. He's still an agile, characterful rapper who's able to dart among styles and land punch lines. Most hearteningly, some of the album's best moments belong to relatively obscure L.A. rappers given a moment to flex. Each of them has a distinctive sound--Peysoh murmurs murderously; YoungThreat whispers off the beat--and delivers bars that hit as hard as any of Lamar's. Their presence makes the case that his ethos can be passed on, and that we are not doomed to a future of pure mid.
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My Home Is a Horror of Unfinished Tasks

Why can't I get anything done?

by James Parker




Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.



Dear James,

Unless there is money attached or a truly significant deadline (impending wedding, house sale, moving van arriving), I never seem to complete what I begin. I have so many unfinished projects: A sweater I was knitting just needs a button sewn on. I launched into cleaning a drawer by pulling everything out of it, and now the drawer's contents still sit in a bag, waiting to be sorted.

My husband of 10 years pointed this all out to me yesterday (as if I didn't know it about myself), as his frustration grew in anticipation of houseguests coming next week. My response was to start cleaning--our mudroom, my studio (which he doesn't concern himself with), and the insides of the cupboards in our laundry room, whose contents I emptied into the space my husband had just vacuumed.

I rarely miss a work deadline. As I said, if you're paying me, I'm delivering. But at home, I just can't seem to finish any tasks--at least not until well after everyone else has gone to bed.

I cannot be the only human who acts this way. What's wrong with me?



Dear Reader,

I was talking to a sculptor the other day--a man to whom I'd just been introduced, although the discovery that we were both Meshuggah fans had put us in immediate and profound sympathy. When metalhead meets metalhead, a primal understanding blooms: an assent to a shared nature. A many-petaled brotherliness.

Anyway, he was telling me that once a week, in the name of art, he takes a couple of his boyfriend's ADHD pills and then proceeds to have the most prodigious and absurdly effective day. He flows through it; the energy runs smooth; the work is good; the ideas come; he doesn't want to stop. No twitches or tweakiness, pure silvery streamlined productivity. Full-moon focus, an exalted state.

And afterward, no comedown. No hangover. Doesn't that sound beautiful? Doesn't that sound enviable?

Not that I'm suggesting you have ADHD, but this is where my mind went when I read your letter. And when I consider my own daily difficulties, the great and bristling field of reluctance that seems to interpose itself between me and doing anything at all, I wonder if an ADHD diagnosis might be coming my way. Here's the thing, though: I quite like my farty, dreamy, last-minute brain. And in 10 years ADHD will be called something else. And in the end, like you, I get the job done, even if there's a bit of neurobiological spillage on the way.

Perhaps you could be a little more respectful of your husband's fine work with the vacuum. Perhaps I'm saying that only because I'm a man. Perhaps the right pills would fix everything. Or not. But it's been known to happen.

Me, I'm for human mess, way past the point of reasonableness. Sit down, sit down, with your gaping cupboards and your rebellious buttons. Marvel at the power of entropy. Enjoy.

From among volcanoes of stuff,

James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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Thanksgiving Should Be in October

A modest proposal for fixing the back-to-back-holiday crunch

by Ellen Cushing




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.


You are so tired! I can tell because I'm tired too. In a couple of days, tens of millions of Americans will get on planes or trains or highways, crunching our limbs in godless ways for hours on end, worrying if we left the stove on or packed enough layers. We will fight the crowds, brave the chaos, pay the money. And then we will get to wherever we're going, and we'll eat. It will probably be lovely, or maybe it will be bad, but either way, it will be a little nuts because we will then (then!), in less than the time it takes a carton of half-and-half to go bad, do it all again.

Or at least many of us, those who are gluttons for punishment, will. We'll move our bodies and our belongings around the country during precisely the time of year when the climate becomes, in many places, dark, wet, icy, and freezing--again. We'll contemplate togetherness, and family, and potatoes--again. Maybe we'll watch football--again. Many of us will eat turkey--again. We'll pack all our traveling and relative-wrangling and big-mealing into one overstuffed, exhausting month, and for no extrinsic reason.

There's a better way to do things, and in fact another country already does it. That country is Canada, and it celebrates Thanksgiving in October. We should too.

Canadian Thanksgiving is the second Monday of October, though many people observe it over the weekend. To preserve some tradition, I propose we reschedule ours to fall on the Thursday before Canada's holiday. Superfans of the calendar may notice that this is the same long weekend as Indigenous Peoples' Day/Columbus Day, which seems fine--they'd each have their own days, and besides, you can probably appreciate that there's some thematic overlap here. So we'd have Thanksgiving Thursday and another holiday Monday, creating one mega-long weekend, and then roll gently into Halloween. After that, we'd have a whole month to avoid interstate travel and its attendant costs, spiritual and financial. We'd get our blood sugar in order before the holiday-party season begins in earnest.

Read: The no-drama Thanksgiving

Halloween and Thanksgiving decorations can easily commingle if we want them to--a squash is a squash--and we'd get to celebrate the bounty of the harvest during the actual harvest. In the parts of the country where the leaves turn, they would be beautiful. Everywhere, it would be a little warmer, a little easier to schlep around. We'd let the holiday season stretch out long and easy, making time for Thanksgiving on its own terms, rather than treating it like the dress rehearsal for Christmas. We could still eat the same stuff, still have a parade, and still, I'm sure, go shopping the next day. The only difference is the timing, which will now have been made rational.

We tend to think of Thanksgiving as something fixed--part of our national topography, like Mount Rushmore. A major feature of holidays is, after all, that they are pretty much the same every year. But another major feature is that they are social constructs, and Thanksgiving has been changing basically since it was invented. The first Thanksgiving--the one many of us learned about in school, the one with the Pilgrims--is believed by historians to have taken place sometime between September and November, and aside from being a meal, it had almost nothing to do with our modern celebration.

In 1789, George Washington and the first Congress did declare Thursday, November 26, a "Day of public Thanksgiving," but this wasn't enshrined anywhere in perpetuity: For decades, the holiday was just observed ad hoc by individual governments and families when events warranted giving thanks, which meant not necessarily in the same way, or on the same day, or even in same month, or at all. Not until the 19th century did the Thanksgiving we now know come to be, in part because Sarah Hale, the editor of an influential women's magazine, decided America needed a holiday that honored the domestic sphere--that is, the topics her magazine covered--and celebrated Protestant values. For years, she "badgered" the government about this, according to the historian Anne Blue Wills, and in 1863, Abraham Lincoln, hoping to unite the nation while war cleaved it apart, acquiesced: Thanksgiving was now a federal holiday, celebrated permanently on the last Thursday of November.

Not that permanently, though, because 76 years later, we moved it. In 1939, Thanksgiving fell on the last day of the month, and retailers worried that a late start to the Christmas-shopping season would depress sales. Fred Lazarus Jr., the chairman of the company that would later become Macy's, lobbied President Franklin D. Roosevelt to move Thanksgiving a week earlier, to the second-to-last Thursday of the month. Lazarus was successful, though the whole thing did not go over super well. Football coaches were enraged, having seen their big-ticket games suddenly moved from a major holiday to a random Thursday. A political rival of Roosevelt's accused him of acting with "the omnipotence of Hitler." The Three Stooges mocked the change in a short film. Only 23 of the 48 states honored the new date, and until 1941 we had two Thanksgivings, a week apart. Finally, Congress passed a resolution declaring Thanksgiving the fourth Thursday of November, where it has remained ever since.

My point is that we as a society are pretty resilient. I think we can handle changing Thanksgiving again. It seems unlikely that retailers will mind much, and I'm sure that if given enough notice, the football coaches can prepare. And Thanksgiving, as many Americans' favorite secular celebration, deserves better. At its best, the holiday welcomes people regardless of religion or relationship status, and it doesn't even require them to bring a gift. It pulls us together with the people we love and honors one of the highest art forms of human existence: gratitude, though on Thanksgiving the more apt word is the one Buddhists use--katannuta, "to have a sense of what was done."

Read: How to be thankful when you don't feel thankful

Thanksgiving has changed along with the country. We started celebrating it in November because of, "basically, one woman's understanding of the national calendar," as Wills told me, and then we moved it because some guy named Fred asked the president to. We have made and remade it to serve the needs of nationalism, business, politics. What's stopping us from remaking it again?
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A Horror Movie About an Atheist Who Won't Shut Up

The hollowness at the center of <em>Heretic</em>

by McKay Coppins




This article contains spoilers for the movie Heretic.

When I was a Mormon missionary in Texas in the early 2000s, my companions and I used to get strange phone calls from a man with a British accent named Andrew. We didn't know who he was, or how he'd gotten the numbers for a bunch of Church-owned cellphones, but the calls always went the same. He would begin in a friendly mode, feigning interest in our lives and work. Then, gradually, the questions would turn confrontational as he revealed his true agenda: to convince us that everything we believed was wrong. Sometimes he'd drop cryptic allusions to controversial Mormon history that he assumed we didn't know; other times he'd try to fluster us with theological gotchas. Most of us found him amusing, and he became a figure of lore in our mission, someone to swap stories about--Andrew called again! But I remember finding the weird, gleeful quality of his performances mystifying. As a missionary in the Bible Belt, I could understand the proselytizing instinct of the Baptists we met who tried to save us from hell. Andrew, though, wasn't trying to convert us to anything in particular--he just wanted us to admit he was right. Later, I would meet missionaries from other places who'd gotten similar calls from an unidentified zealous Brit. Was this a hobby for him? An obsession? How much time was he dedicating to this project?

I never solved the mystery of Andrew. But when I returned home and joined the rest of my generation on the internet, I realized that his type--a man whose personal passion was to argue with random strangers for no evident payoff beyond personal catharsis--was not uncommon.

I found myself thinking about Andrew recently after seeing Heretic, a horror-thriller released this month by A24. The movie follows Sister Barnes and Sister Paxton, two young female missionaries for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints who show up on the doorstep of a man named Mr. Reed, played by Hugh Grant. He invites them in under the pretense that he's interested in learning about their faith, only to trap them in his labyrinthine home so he can torture them--first with a lengthy disquisition on the falsity of organized religion, then (in what may have come as almost a relief to the missionaries) with psychological torment and violence.

It is possible to read Heretic as a dark satire of a distinctly 21st-century type: the militant New Atheist who won't shut up. Smug and self-righteous, he is consumed with an absolute conviction in his worldview that would rival that of a Pentecostal snake-handler. He can't accept that he lives in a world where people--especially women--hold beliefs that he finds irrational. And in Heretic, the villain gets to act out what might seem like a fantasy for many such men: locking young religious women in his house and monologuing at them until they surrender to his intellect.

From the January/February 2021 issue: The most American religion

But if Heretic's strength is the spot-on characterization of its villain, its weakness is showing too much interest in his Reddit-level ideas about religion.

Right off the bat, you might be wondering just how watchable any of this is. In trying to describe the film to an Atlantic colleague recently, I explained that much of Heretic's first hour is devoted to the villain's philosophical arguments against religion. "Is it ... terribly dull?" the colleague asked. Like many of us, he had spent time in conversation with monologuing atheists, and did not come away thinking, That would make great cinema!

Mr. Reed's essential argument--which he delivers to the missionaries in a lengthy, Galt-like lecture from a faux chapel he's constructed in his house--is that today's major world religions are simply rearrangements of more ancient mythologies. The biblical character of Jesus Christ, he argues, is a rejiggered version of the Persians' Mithras, or the Egyptians' Horus, or the Hindus' Krishna--all gods who were purportedly born on December 25, who performed miracles and were resurrected after death. "My claim is that all 10,000 verifiable religions that exist worldwide right now are as artificial as the symbolic church you are standing in," Mr. Reed declares. "It is farce. There's nothing holy here."

Grant does his best to make this material compelling, performing it with a creepy, cool-professor smarm, and making entertaining use of various props (board games, pop records) to illustrate Mr. Reed's ideas. But the ideas themselves are the movie's biggest defect. Anyone who has given serious thought to religion is likely to find them too superficial and stale to be interesting.

"I found myself checking out a bit," one critic wrote in the Mormon journal Wayfare. "How many times have I heard this neo-Campbellian spiel that distorts Asian religions from the comfort of an armchair, reducing ancient systems of belief to the level of twentieth-century entertainment franchises?" Matthew Bowman, a historian of religion at Claremont Graduate University, wrote, similarly, that he "slumped a bit" in his seat as Mr. Reed sermonized. Bowman recognized his rant as a "fringe academic hypothesis" known as Jesus mythicism that's "rejected by nearly all scholars of Christian history and the ancient world" but that has nonetheless found "a vast array of adherents on the internet."

Just how seriously viewers are meant to take these ideas is open to interpretation. The character articulating them is, after all, a murderous psychopath. But the movie devotes considerable time to its villain's ideology and seems to consider his diatribes provocative and sophisticated, even profound. Bryan Woods, who wrote and directed Heretic along with Scott Beck, has said that Mr. Reed is meant to have a "genius-level IQ." It seems that we are supposed to think of Mr. Reed as brilliant but extreme--a man who, in the tradition of Marvel bad guys and Bond villains, takes a good point much too far. (Think of Black Panther's Killmonger.)

Eventually, Mr. Reed tells the terrified young missionaries that they're free to go but that they must choose between two identical doors, one of which he has labeled belief and the other disbelief. A test of faith has commenced. The movie, to its credit, allows the women at this point to challenge him intellectually. Sister Barnes, in particular, gets off a few lines about Mr. Reed's "thin rhetoric" and reductive framing. "There is an entire spectrum that your game is neglecting," she says, correctly. But unfortunately for her, and for viewers, she winds up dead a few minutes later.

Much of the Mormon discourse around Heretic has focused on questions of representation. Thirteen years into The Book of Mormon's run on Broadway, many in the Church are inured to seeing missionaries treated as punch lines; we're somewhat less used to seeing their throats slit on screen. When the trailer dropped this past summer, many Latter-day Saints assumed that the movie would be an anti-Mormon gorefest.

Graphic violence aside, the film is less antagonistic to Mormonism than other recent pop-cultural treatments. Unlike Hulu's Secret Lives of Mormon Wives--which draws on a microscopic subculture of swinger-adjacent Utah TikTokers to draw sweeping conclusions about their Church--Heretic's story is grounded in something millions of Latter-day Saints have actually experienced (missionary service, that is, not being trapped in Hugh Grant's basement). And unlike the 2022 FX series Under the Banner of Heaven, which dramatized a double-murder  committed by fundamentalists in the 1980s to advance its dubious thesis that Mormonism "breeds dangerous men," this movie doesn't seem to have any particular axe to grind with Latter-day Saints.

In fact, the two missionaries at the center of the story are sympathetic and complex. The actors, Chloe East and Sophie Thatcher, both grew up Mormon, and some of the most authentic moments in the movie were reportedly ad-libbed. (Ex-missionaries will chuckle when Sister Paxton assures Sister Barnes in one early scene that for every flight of stairs they have to drag their bicycles up, their future husbands will get "10 percent hotter.") Not everything in the movie rings true--most notably the groaner of an opening scene in which the two missionaries discuss condom size--but for the most part, I was pleasantly surprised by how well drawn the protagonists were. Maybe the bar is just exceptionally low. What does it say about Mormon media representation that the most sympathetic portrayal in recent memory involves missionaries getting violently tortured by a lunatic?

Read: The 15 films you should add to your watchlist this season

In their press tour, the filmmakers have repeatedly said that they wanted to take their Mormon characters seriously, to treat them with empathy instead of condescension. This admirable notion has been somewhat undermined by the film's marketing campaign, which has included, among other things, displaying fake MISSING posters for the fictional missionaries at the Salt Lake City airport, where hundreds of real-life missionaries fly in and out each day. (The Church's official response to Heretic, incidentally, focused on concerns for the security of its 80,000 missionaries serving around the world. "Any narrative that promotes violence against women because of their faith or undermines the contributions of volunteers runs counter to the safety and wellbeing of our communities," the Church spokesman Doug Andersen said in a statement.)

In the end, the film doesn't actually have all that much to say about Mormonism specifically. The filmmakers have been honest in interviews about the constraints they faced. When they first started writing the script, they realized they didn't know enough about religion to finish it. They had to spend a decade brushing up on religious texts and Richard Dawkins books before they felt they could return to the story. (Woods's wife, Julia Glausi, is a graduate of Brigham Young University.) The film they ultimately made is suspenseful, creepy, and expertly staged and acted. But I found myself wondering what the movie would look like if it had been made by filmmakers whose exploration of faith was less academic and more deeply rooted in personal experience--filmmakers who'd wrestled with religious questions deeper and more difficult than the ones their villain poses.

As it turns out, we almost got to see such a movie. In 2022, a group of student filmmakers at Brigham Young University made a short film called The Handbook that shares a premise with Heretic: Two Mormon missionaries enter the home of a seemingly sweet stranger who turns sinister and traps them inside. I got in touch with Brandon Carraway, who wrote and directed the short film with his wife, Hannah Grace, and he told me that the idea had grown out of his experience as a missionary. Most of the cast and crew, he said, had served Latter-day Saint missions as well. After The Handbook screened at a few festivals, an agent asked them to write a feature-length version. They started taking meetings with studios, but the project died after A24 announced it was developing Heretic. (A source close to A24, who requested anonymity because he wasn't authorized to speak on behalf of the movie, told me that the similarities between the films are "pure coincidence" and that Beck and Woods had not seen the short.) Carraway had nothing bad to say about Heretic but told me simply, "I think ours would have been a different movie."

In Heretic's climatic scene, Sister Paxton enters a dark, leaky subbasement and discovers a room filled with women being held in dog cages. She and her companion, it turns out, were not Mr. Reed's first victims. On cue, the villain materializes to deliver the argument to which he's been building throughout the movie. The "one true religion," he tells the young missionary, is "control."

The upsetting scene has drawn a variety of complaints. Some think the glib ambiguity about the women's fate is irresponsible. Others take issue with the substance of Mr. Reed's claim (though I'd argue their real issue is with Karl Marx, who beat him to this particular insight about 150 years ago). But the scene I left the theater thinking about takes place a few minutes later. Sister Paxton and Mr. Reed lie bleeding out on the floor of the basement, apparently on the verge of death. For the first time in the movie, we see the devout young missionary pray, but not before delivering an eloquent monologue of her own--about the scientific inefficacy of prayer. In between pained gasps, she recites the findings of a 1998 Templeton Foundation study on intercessory prayer, which found no connection between medical outcomes and divine appeals. "I think it's beautiful that people pray for each other, even though we all probably know deep down it doesn't make a difference," the missionary says. "It's just nice to think about someone other than yourself."

It's a sweet sentiment, but it feels more like a secular screenwriter's cop-out than a sincere articulation of how most devout people feel when communing with God. The people I know who pray are not consumed with questions like Does this work? Where's the proof? Am I right? The real beauty in prayer, like religion in general, is in its transcendence of the empirical and its embrace of the mysterious and divine. Faith, much to the frustration of the world's Mr. Reeds, is not something one can be talked out of.
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The AI War Was Never Just About AI

Tech giants such as Google and Meta need something more than compelling chatbots to win.

by Matteo Wong




For almost two years now, the world's biggest tech companies have been at war over generative AI. Meta may be known for social media, Google for search, and Amazon for online shopping, but since the release of ChatGPT, each has made tremendous investments in an attempt to dominate in this new era. Along with start-ups such as OpenAI, Anthropic, and Perplexity, their spending on data centers and chatbots is on track to eclipse the costs of sending the first astronauts to the moon.



To be successful, these companies will have to do more than build the most "intelligent" software: They will need people to use, and return to, their products. Everyone wants to be Facebook, and nobody wants to be Friendster. To that end, the best strategy in tech hasn't changed: build an ecosystem that users can't help but live in. Billions of people use Google Search every day, so Google built a generative-AI product known as "AI Overviews" right into the results page, granting it an immediate advantage over competitors.



This is why a recent proposal from the Department of Justice is so significant. The government wants to break up Google's monopoly over the search market, but its proposed remedies may in fact do more to shape the future of AI. Google owns 15 products that serve at least half a billion people and businesses each--a sprawling ecosystem of gadgets, search and advertising, personal applications, and enterprise software. An AI assistant that shows up in (or works well with) those products will be the one that those people are most likely to use. And Google has already woven its flagship Gemini AI models into Search, Gmail, Maps, Android, Chrome, the Play Store, and YouTube, all of which have at least 2 billion users each. AI doesn't have to be life-changing to be successful; it just has to be frictionless. The DOJ now has an opportunity to add some resistance. (In a statement last week, Kent Walker, Google's chief legal officer, called the Department of Justice's proposed remedy part of an "interventionist agenda that would harm Americans and America's global technology leadership," including the company's "leading role" in AI.)

Read: The horseshoe theory of Google Search

Google is not the only competitor with an ecosystem advantage. Apple is integrating its Apple Intelligence suite across eligible iPhones, iPads, and Macs. Meta, with more than 3 billion users across its platforms, including Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp, enjoys similar benefits. Amazon's AI shopping assistant, Rufus, has garnered little major attention but nonetheless became available to the website's U.S. shoppers this fall. However much of the DOJ's request the court ultimately grants, these giants will still lead the AI race--but Google had the clearest advantage among them.



Just how good any of these companies' AI products are has limited relevance to their adoption. Google's AI tools have repeatedly shown major flaws, such as confidently recommending eating rocks for good health, but the features continue to be used by more and more people simply because they're there. Similarly, Apple's AI models are less powerful than Gemini or ChatGPT, but they will have a huge user base simply because of how popular the iPhone is. Meta's AI models may not be state-of-the-art, but that doesn't matter to billions of Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp users who just want to ask a chatbot a silly question or generate a random illustration. Tech companies without such an ecosystem are well aware of their disadvantage: OpenAI, for instance, is reportedly considering developing its own web browser, and it has partnered with Apple to integrate ChatGPT across the company's phones, tablets, and computers.

Read: AI search is turning into the problem everyone worried about

This is why it's relevant that the DOJ's proposed antitrust remedy takes aim at Google's broader ecosystem. Federal and state attorneys asked the court to force Google to sell off its Chrome browser; cease preferencing its search products in the Android mobile operating system; prevent it from paying other companies, including Apple and Samsung, to make Google the default search engine; and allow rivals to syndicate Google's search results and use its search index to build their own products. All of these and the DOJ's other requests, under the auspices of search, are really shots at Google's expansive empire.



As my colleague Ian Bogost has argued, selling Chrome might not affect Google's search dominance: "People returned to Google because they wanted to, not just because the company had strong-armed them," he wrote last week. But selling Chrome and potentially Android, as well as preventing Google from making its search engine the default option for various other companies' products, would make it harder for Google to funnel billions of people to the rest of its software, including AI. Meanwhile, access to Google's search index could provide a huge boost to OpenAI, Perplexity, Microsoft, and other AI search competitors: Perhaps the hardest part of building a searchbot is trawling the web for reliable links, and rivals would gain access to the most coveted way of doing so.

Read: Google already won

The Justice Department seems to recognize that the AI war implicates and goes beyond search. Without intervention, Google's search monopoly could give it an unfair advantage over AI as well--and an AI monopoly could further entrench the company's control over search. The court, attorneys wrote, must prevent Google from "manipulating the development and deployment of new technologies," most notably AI, to further throttle competition.



And so the order also takes explicit aim at AI. The DOJ wants to bar Google from self-preferencing AI products, in addition to Search, in Chrome, Android, and all of its other products. It wants to stop Google from buying exclusive rights to sources of AI-training data and disallow Google from investing in AI start-ups and competitors that are in or might enter the search market. (Two days after the DOJ released its proposal, Amazon invested another $4 billion into Anthropic, the start-up and OpenAI rival that Google has also heavily backed to this point, suggesting that the e-commerce giant might be trying to lock in an advantage over Google.) The DOJ also requested that Google provide a simple way for publishers to opt out of their content being used to train Google's AI models or be cited in AI-enhanced search products. All of that will make it harder for Google to train and market future AI models, and easier for its rivals to do the same.



When the DOJ first sued Google, in 2020, it was concerned with the internet of old: a web that appeared intractably stuck, long ago calcified in the image of the company that controls how billions of people access and navigate it. Four years and a historic victory later, its proposed remedy enters an internet undergoing an upheaval that few could have foreseen--but that the DOJ's lawsuit seems to have nonetheless anticipated. A frequently cited problem with antitrust litigation in tech is anachronism, that by the time a social-media, or personal-computing, or e-commerce monopoly is apparent, it is already too late to disrupt. With generative AI, the government may finally have the head start it needs.
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Taylor Swift Is a Perfect Example of How Publishing Is Changing

Swift is a symptom, not a cause, of the weakening bonds between celebrities and publishing houses.

by Lora Kelley




Among the details on Target's product page for the official Taylor Swift Eras Tour commemorative book--256 pages; 500 images and personal reflections written by Swift--was one unusual tidbit buried under the header "Specifications." Most of Swift's fans surely glossed over the section, which provided information less relevant than the book's cost ($39.99) and release date (in stores on Black Friday and online the next day). But the book industry noticed: Her publisher is listed as "Taylor Swift Publications." The superstar is bypassing traditional publishers and releasing her book herself. This perhaps isn't so shocking--she loves to cut out a middleman. Swift issued her Eras concert movie directly to AMC Theatres and began rerecording her early albums after an ownership dispute; she also has a long-standing retail relationship with Target, which will be the book's exclusive retailer.

For the companies that produce and sell books, this could be interpreted as a warning sign, because every dollar spent on what is sure to be a massively successful product (Swifties are such prodigious spenders that economists feared her tour would trigger a surge in European inflation) is a dollar that publishers are missing out on. Instead, her decision is less a bellwether for a big-name-oriented industry than a sign of the times--a symptom, not a cause, of a shift in the relationship between these businesses and the famous.

The day after Swift announced her book, David Shelley, the CEO of Hachette, one of the "Big Five" book publishers, said something at the Frankfurt Book Fair that got far less attention: He shared that Hachette will focus on introducing readers to an author's existing catalog, in order "to have a business that isn't super reliant on hits." Best sellers, established tentpoles of the industry, were now "icing on the cake," he explained. The book industry still welcomes the hype and sales that a star can bring, but more and more, publishers also rely on what they already have: generations' worth of older titles--what they call the backlist.

Shelley's sentiments reflect longer-term trends for celebrity authors. Swift isn't the first star to finesse her own advantageous publishing situation. Lately, various writers with meaningful personal resources--money, followers, notoriety--have struck out on their own or made nontraditional arrangements. Colin Kaepernick and Donald Trump have released books through their own outfits. In 2022, Brandon Sanderson, a prolific and popular sci-fi and fantasy writer, raised millions of dollars through a Kickstarter to self-publish four of his novels. Colleen Hoover, the mega-best-selling author of genre fiction, has continued self-publishing books even after entering into a relationship with Atria Books, an imprint of Simon & Schuster (along with signing contracts for forthcoming titles with two additional publishers).

But despite the profit incentives of doing everything yourself, it seems unlikely that every celebrity will follow in Swift's footsteps. Publishing a book is hard and expensive, and requires more than just publicity know-how. Few stars, especially those merely looking to burnish their personal brand, will have the stamina or interest to source editors, lawyers, designers, proofers, rights specialists, and all of the other professionals required to create, distribute, and sell a book. The editing process in particular is useful to many people "regardless of their stature," Jane Friedman, who reports on the publishing industry, told me. Plus, the less glamorous parts of publishing--How do you get your title into a local bookstore in Des Moines, or Munich? What happens if your shipment of books falls into the sea?--are better left as someone else's problem. Many celebrities less enthusiastic than Swift about building an empire may think, as Friedman put it, "Do I really need to futz around with this?" (Swift, with her Target relationship and merchandising expertise, is well equipped to futz around with it.)

If the value that publishers bring to authors can vary, the value that famous people bring to publishers has traditionally been significant. Shelley, the Hachette CEO and a self-professed Swift fan, told me that "obviously, I'd be lying if I said it wouldn't be my dream for us to publish a Taylor Swift book." A big best seller can buoy a business. At the 2022 antitrust trial over the proposed merger of Penguin Random House and Simon & Schuster, executives explained that "publishing is a portfolio business, with profitability driven by a small percentage of books." This setup means that a lot of resources are still marshaled toward projects for established authors, many of them famous.

But "celebrities are not some financial saving grace of traditional publishers," Friedman told me. They can be meaningful contributors to a company's bottom line, she said, but "they require as much work to sell well as most titles." Simply slapping a famous name on a book doesn't always move product. Sometimes, celebrities parlay their name and following into big-time sales and hype--though, of course, not all of them (or their projects) are created equal. Britney Spears's 2023 book, The Woman in Me, sold nearly 1 million copies, according to Circana Bookscan, which tracks sales numbers. In other cases, performance is less spectacular--see Billie Eilish's self-titled 2023 book, which sold only about 81,000 copies. Readers want something new and compelling to dig into, especially when they can see endless images and posts from their favorite stars online anytime. That sales variability for even big-name authors is part of why publishers have been doubling down on their new (old) stream of revenue.

The "Vegas" model of betting on a few big titles each year is receding in favor of a focus on what a company has already published (or obtained by acquiring the backlist of a competitor), Thad McIlroy, a publishing-industry analyst, told me. Long a smaller concern of publishers, interest in backlists accelerated as Amazon and social media scrambled the way books are sold and discovered. (See Chris Anderson's 2006 book, The Long Tail, published by Hachette, for more on that phenomenon.) Early in the pandemic, people were buying lots of books, many of them old, and this accelerated the shift: In 2020, two-thirds of book sales were backlist titles, and by 2022, that number was closer to 70 percent. Shelley reaffirmed to me what he'd said at Frankfurt: Although one-off wins are "always fun," an emphasis on the backlist and working with authors across multiple books is central at Hachette. TikTok in particular, he added, has "fundamentally altered" the way people find books, allowing decades-old works--he cited the late sci-fi author Octavia Butler's novels as an example--to find new and engaged audiences online.

Nothing happens very quickly in the publishing world, and a sudden break from big hits is unlikely. Swift's new book is more likely to become a memento than a classic; in the coming years, a more conventional project from the singer could well result in the kind of traditional book deal any publisher would be delighted to make. Already, the industry is awaiting her next work--Memoir? Long-rumored novel?--and guessing, or at least hoping, that she will turn to them.



Even so, one of the most likely (and most prudent) courses for the Big Five over the longer term may be to spend less energy chasing big names. Maris Kreizman, an author with deep experience in the industry, told me that she was optimistic about the change in priorities. "I hope that this would take some of [publishers'] attention away from landing the celebrities," she said. "The amount of time and energy they spend on those kinds of books could be used to help other books grow and find an audience." This virtuous cycle can happen only if publishers place the same kind of faith in other authors that they've been placing in famous figures; with fewer celebrities in the picture, perhaps they can focus on the weird, vibrant work of smaller authors. That sort of exodus, far from casting a chill through the book world, might actually make it more interesting.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/books/archive/2024/11/taylor-swift-celebrity-book-publishing-eras-tour/680797/?utm_source=feed
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Is Ambivalence Killing Parenthood?

And can deciding to have kids even be a rational exercise in the first place?

by Jerusalem Demsas




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket Casts

The question of whether to have kids sits at the awkward intersection of intensely personal decisions and important policy issues. That dynamic can lead to societal confusion. Policy makers and researchers debate how economic policies can stop birth rates from declining, while individual people ask themselves how they want to live their life and whether that includes children.

To express overt concern about why women are having fewer children can imply that the good life requires childbearing and rearing. As a result, those left of center--especially those who value pluralism--have largely opted out of debates about the merits of parenthood. After all, a fulfilling and valuable life can include children, but it doesn't have to.

On today's episode of Good on Paper, I talk with Anastasia Berg, a philosopher and co-author of the recent book What Are Children For? On Ambivalence and Choice. Berg wants to rid the left of any discomfort it might have with engaging in conversations about, well, what children are for.

"If we look at the kind of things that leftists are committed to, be it climate change or significant social and political reform--if it's education, if it's welfare--these are the kind of things that presuppose the possibility of a human future," Berg argues. "And what we hope to do in part, at least, is to liberate people who identify themselves politically in that way to also just have the courage to embrace the role of children in human life without thinking that ... immediately commits them to a conservative, anti-women, anti-progress, anti-equality stance."



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Jerusalem Demsas: In 2023, nearly half of childless adults under 50 didn't want kids. That was a 10-point jump from five years earlier, according to Pew Research Center. In that time, the public conversation about having kids has felt dominated by conservative voices--whether it's Elon Musk, who has at least 12 children with three different partners and called the birth decline "one of the biggest risks to civilization," or J. D. Vance, who seems to have a particular disdain for the childless.

J. D. Vance: We are effectively run in this country via the Democrats, via our corporate oligarchs by a bunch of childless cat ladies who are miserable at their own lives and the choices that they've made, and so they want to make the rest of the country miserable too. And it's just a basic fact. You look at Kamala Harris, Pete Buttigieg, AOC--the entire future of the Democrats is controlled by people without children.


Demsas: As a result, I've seen many on the left begin to disengage from caring about this issue at all.

[Music]

My name's Jerusalem Demsas. I'm a staff writer at The Atlantic, and this is Good on Paper, a policy show that questions what we really know about popular narratives.

This is a very different conversation than our usual episodes. My guest is Anastasia Berg, philosopher and co-author of the new book What Are Children For? On Ambivalence and Choice. Anastasia isn't focused on investigating the economic or other structural factors for why people are increasingly opting out of parenthood.

Anastasia rejects the focus on the causes of declining birth rates. She even rejects the idea that she particularly cares what the birth rate is. She instead heads down to the level of the individual. How are individual people understanding, explaining, and avoiding the conversation about child-rearing? And why should the left view itself as part of the project of caring about this at all?

I hope this episode gives you a different way to engage if you're visiting with any pushy relatives this week.

[Music]

Anastasia, welcome to the show.

Berg: Thank you so much for having me.

Demsas: So your book is kind of provocatively titled What Are Children For? I want to start with why you wrote this book. And who is it for?

Berg: So the book came out of conversations that my co-author and best friend and I, Rachel Wiseman, were having in our late 20s and early 30s, respectively, and we were both dealing with the personal ramifications of this question, wondering what shape our own lives are going to take and also struck by a certain kind of shallowness or dissatisfying qualities of the way we saw the public conversation about the role of children in human life was happening at the time.

And so we started off with a short article called "On Choosing Life" that really focused, in particular, on kind of the satisfactions we had with a discourse around climate change and how climate change is giving us reasons not to have kids. And then we just saw the public response to it, the enthusiasm for a kind of investigation that was both sort of stylish and interesting and provocative and thoughtful, but also one that wasn't sneering. And that, combined with the sense that we ourselves just started to scratch the surface of the sources of ambivalence and what kind of ethical and philosophical resources we might have to address that ambivalence to help people work through it--that kind of combination seemed like a good ground to write a book.

Demsas: So the focus on birth rates or why people aren't having more kids has largely been, I think, seen as a concern dominated by right-wing thinkers and spaces--whether it's sort of, like, rationalist, tech right people, and Elon Musk has been a big part of this conversation, or more of those trad-wife, classic conservative right people. Even kind of registering concern about the decline in fertility codes as right wing. But you see this as a progressive issue, one that left-leaning thinkers should engage seriously with. Why is that?

Berg: Yeah. That's a great summary of where we stand on the political positioning of this question. So I think there are two things we need to notice. While there are a lot of aspects of the conversation, our children are indeed political.

There are two things that I think transcend politics: The first is that what is at stake really is just the shape of one's own personal life. And when I say that, I don't mean that is not, in itself, political and has political aspects. But the idea that we should decide what our personal lives will look like just because of our political allegiances--like, that's something I think we should be suspicious of. And the second thing is that what is at stake is also a deep philosophical, ethical question, which isn't just, Should I have children? Is it morally permissible for me? But it's the question of the value of human life in the present and in the future.

So one thing I like to point out is that despite many differences between people on the left and the right, most of them are still in agreement about the following, and it's a commitment to just the bare idea of a flourishing, robust, good human future. And I think from that perspective, we can recognize that this question--Should we concern ourselves with the future of humanity? Is human life the kind of thing that we should perpetuate into the future, despite suffering and despite our own failures, ethical and political?--that is a question that I think that people who are liberal or progressive, the answer is a robust yes.

If we look at the kind of things that leftists are committed to, be it climate change or significant social and political reform--if it's education, if it's welfare--these are the kind of things that presuppose the possibility of a human future. And what we hope to do, in part, at least, is to liberate people who identify themselves politically in that way to also just have the courage to embrace the role of children in human life without thinking that, as you were saying, immediately commits them to a conservative, anti-women, anti-progress, anti-equality stance.

Demsas: But there's this view that the declining number of kids actually represents progress--that progress for women, in particular, who aren't anymore saddled with, like, one vision of the good life, which is to get married, have a family, pop out as many kids as possible, and then find your meaning in that. But then, of course, the secondary aspect: No matter how egalitarian men or workplaces get, there's just no way to equalize the costs of having kids to a woman's body for being pregnant and birthing children, particularly, I think, under a regime where we no longer have Roe v. Wade.

And people have often seen this as a narrative of progress, and of course we see these sorts of correlations between highly educated groups and declining birth rates. So why isn't this just a standard story of progress? Why don't you see this as just another step in feminism liberating women from having to consign themselves to motherhood?

Berg: Let's begin with where the book begins every time it picks up a possible explanation or a narrative that is driving ambivalence about having kids. And it starts with the kind of concerns that people themselves are raising. So it was really important for us not to start with the kind of explanations for declining birth rates you might hear that are kind of purely causal explanations. So people say, Women are more educated, or, The sperm counts are declining.

And one of the things we noticed is that no one--when they're talking about their own ambivalence or their own uncertainty--no one starts by talking either about their own declining sperm counts, or no woman that I've spoken to has said, I've reflected on my years of education, and hence, I can't make up my mind, or, This kind of gives me an answer to the question of how many kids I should have.

And so we wanted to start with the things that they really cared about. When we talk about women and men, about the things that would have made it easier for them to navigate the decision, about why they decided as they did, the question of the role of motherhood in a woman's life--with the possibility of leading a fulfilling life, of determining one's own future, of being equal to men--that was one concern, but it wasn't the only one.

And so the first thing that we want to say is that we need to understand that we're faced here with a lot of women and men who are having difficulty, so much as thinking through this question. That's really our concern. So our concern is not an objective concern with a declining birth rate. We kind of leave it to others. Economists can explain to you what is the problem with an aging population, and other people can explain to you why a society can sort of overcome those issues.

But what we thought is a problem is that there is a question of incredible significance to human life, both, as I was saying, on this very subjective level and on this grand level--a huge existential question. And people are expressing a real difficulty of navigating it. And we thought, Here's a place where we can help.

And so on particularly the question of progress, I think that we are many--and we were naming them--there are many arenas of progress in this kind of field. There are also things we wanted to point out that we think more progress can be made, even from a feminist perspective. So one of the things that we point out is that, at least in liberal and progressive circles, there is a growing understanding that men should take equal part in domestic labor, in housework and childcare. But there is a very different understanding of what men's role is when it comes to the deliberation and decision making around children.

And in particular, we've placed almost a taboo--kind of it felt taboo on liberal and progressive men to even consider this question as one that is relevant to their life, let alone raise it in conversation. So we've spoken to men who said, you know, When I think about raising the question of kids with a potential partner, I immediately feel creepy and oppressive and controlling. Now, that seems like, on the one hand, a right kind of impulse. On the other hand, we've spoken to the women who are partners to those men who are telling them, Whatever you want, honey. And they describe being very frustrated and isolated, alone with that decision.

Demsas: But I think many people on the left, maybe even folks who have not, you know, come across your work yet, are open to the idea that people may just choose not to have children and that they might be ambivalent about having children, and that would be fine. Why are you seeing this as something that people should be concerned about?

Berg: So to be clear, again, the very fact of the declining birth rates is not something that we're directly concerned about, nor do I, in putting forward the book, hope to help people embrace children in their own lives. I hope to help them navigate the kind of ambivalence that we found many are finding troubling.

So we've spoken to hundreds of Millennials and Zoomers and Gen Xers, and they've talked about the difficulty and hardship of navigating that question. And that means not knowing how to raise it with themselves, not knowing how to raise it with their partners, not knowing when they meet the kind of standards of readiness that can seem only higher and higher and murkier and murkier in their professional lives, in their personal lives, in their romantic lives, so much so that they never know if it is appropriate for them to raise the question of children. So for those who feel like they are in a happy place vis-a-vis the question of children, it doesn't matter if that means a confident yes or a confident no. That's great.

We found that there is a large and, in fact, growing swath of the population that is finding this question harder to navigate. It's them that we wanted to offer a kind of space, a kind of dialogue to enter into in the same way that we wanted to find it when we ourselves were and still are, in many ways, grappling with the different aspects of this question.

Demsas: You've sort of glanced on this answer, but I guess I want to get it directly: Why do you think people aren't having kids? And I don't mean that in the sense there have always been reasons why people haven't had children. But why do you think we see a clear decline in the number of children that people are having in younger generations?

Berg: I think to answer that, I'll take us a little bit through the things we think about in the book. What we always try to do is start with the kind of reasons that people are finding very salient (i.e., they're in the forefront of their minds), the things they're thinking about, the things that give us an answer to the question, Why are you not having kids?

However, we also find ourselves wanting to push a little further than the kind of way that an argument first presents. Let me give an example: One thing that looms very large in the U.S., certainly, and also in places like the U.K. is the economic reasoning. People are worried, ostensibly, about the affordability of children. When you start talking to people more, you find that, at least as often as people are worrying about actual affordability, what they're more worried about is meeting a standard of readiness. And that standard of readiness is very, very high. So one of the things we like to point out is that there is a cliche kind of stereotype of millennials, in particular, as immature--they're eternal children. And as part of that narrative, they point to the fact that they're having fewer kids, and they're saying they don't want to have kids. They're kids themselves.

Against that, we want to point precisely to what I was talking about a second ago, which is the fact that they hold themselves to such high standards of maturity, of success and readiness, suggesting that, in a way, they're almost too mature, as opposed to immature. And we see that across different aspects of their life.

So we see that in their financial and professional sense of self. We see them in their personal growth, so the idea that, My 20s have to be about self-exploration and self-fulfillment, and only when I've accomplished all of that, only when I am myself, only when I am sufficiently psychologically kind of come to my own self can I think about having children.

The same thing happens romantically. People are postponing the milestones of relationship and are holding their relations to very high standards of readiness, of stability and security, before they so much as think about having kids.

I mention all of these because I think one of the phenomena that we're not thinking about seriously enough is not so much how any one of these explanations drive someone to make a kind of very intentional decision, Okay. I've considered my options. I've decided not to have kids. That happens. People certainly do that. But for a lot of people, that's not what happens. What happens is that this self-evidence of a logic of postponement--postponement until we meet those standards--is putting off not just having kids but so much as thinking about having kids.

And so what happens is that people are starting to think about children as something that they should actually kind of concern themselves with quite late--and, in fact, later and later. And as that is happening, we see the decision whether or not to have children--and certainly how many children people are going to end up having--decided for them, not by them.

That's what I care about. What interests me is the sense that people are having this decision made for them in a way where they are then left frustrated by it, not the case where somebody has weighed their lives and decided, I have a greater calling. I have a different vocation. I'm consciously making the choice early on, resolutely, that I would like my life to take a different shape.

Demsas: This is sort of the thesis of your book, and it's even the tagline, "on ambivalence and choice," this idea that ambivalence is really a driving reason for your concern for why people are putting off children. As you've said, it's not that people have decided, I don't want kids, but that there is this kind of failure to be able to even engage fully with the question. I wanted to ask you how--

Berg: Let's just qualify that. I do not think that it is never the case that no one makes a conscious, intentional decision. They certainly do, in the same way that we still have people embracing kids, and people are telling us, It was never a question for me. It was so obvious. I lived my life accordingly. What we're focused on is a growing part of the population for whom this is not the case.

Demsas: And I think that what I wanted to ask you about is where you learned that ambivalence was really driving a lot of people's decision making here, or lack of decision making. Can you talk to me about the surveys you did or what sorts of research you're pulling on?

Berg: Sure. Our approach in the book was wide-ranging, which is to say it was very important for us to hear from people. So we invited them to answer, first, written surveys, and then we followed up with a few dozen of them in kind of longer interviews.

This was mostly educated, middle- and upper-middle-class Americans that mostly leaned to the left, so liberals and progressives. In our conversations with them, we found evidence for it, but we also looked at kind of a wide array of both social studies data--so looking at people who have investigated directly the growing ambivalence, the lifting of a parenting mandate in America and globally, the kind of wide-ranging surveys of people's life priorities--and also some of the stuff that is most rewarding for Rachel and myself, given our own interests, has been looking at things like the motherhood-ambivalence literary genre.

So this was a literary genre that grew over the past couple of decades. It's associated with figures like Sheila Heti, Rachel Cusk, Rivka Galchen, and others. In the writing, for the first time, they're taking motherhood, the difficulty of thinking through the choice, and then the difficulty attending the experience of growing up, mothering early infants--young infants, excuse me--and making it the focus of their artistic and intellectual explorations, so much so that the genre got its own title, this kind of genre of domestic or motherhood ambivalence.

We also look, similarly, at a growing, kind of exploding literary genre of what's called "climate fiction" or "eco lit," so ecological literature, seeing the kind of evidence for ambivalence, not directly about having kids, although sometimes, but ambivalence about the very value of a human future. So these are works that consistently represent human beings as kind of completely abject, which is to say they're neither deserving of a future nor are they capable of bringing a better future about. For us, that was also a very interesting touchpoint in this exploration of this growing ambivalence.

And then we also looked at the popular cultural examples. For example, we wanted to figure out not just how pregnancy, let's say, or motherhood are depicted, but also looking at questions like: What kind of women do we see represented in our popular films and media? And in that context, we point out that, if until recently, women would play the roles of the second fiddle. They would be the mother and the wife and the secretary. We now have them taking center stage. They're protagonists of their own dramas and action and comedy.

However, it is remarkable how rarely those protagonists are mothers. So whether or not they're the stoners of Broad City or they're political operatives, like in Scandal and House of Cards, or they're spies in Homeland or they're superheroes, you can be anything you want to be as a woman, if you would just kind of watch the TV for the message, unless you try to be a mother.

And the mothers who are depicted are either highly, highly ambivalent--so Homeland, I think, is an example where she is a mother, but she's abandoned her child, in effect--or they're very, very bad ones. Fans of Succession can reflect on how we see the character of Shiv get pregnant at the very end of the show and how hard it is to be happy for her--let's just put it that way.

So we want to point to the fact that we're also having this kind of cultural messaging that is signaling that there is a big conflict between the possibility of any kind of self-fulfillment, in particular to women, and the possibilities of motherhood, which we think are incredibly important.

And maybe I'll add one of my favorite pop-culture examples, and it's that both Friends and Girls, which are both kind of age-defining shows in their own way for Millennials, they both basically end on the trope of an unexpected pregnancy. In Friends, it's Rachel almost at the end of the show. In Girls, it's Hannah having an unexpected pregnancy, and the minute she gives birth, the show ends.

And they suggest two things that I think are representative of a big mood in our culture. And the first is that once you have a child, our interest in you, as an adult, ends in a way that is particularly threatening to women. Your life as an intellectual, creative, socially exciting person that we would have an interest in--that's over for you. And secondly, I think the fact that it's an unexpected but embraced pregnancy speaks to the anxiety of choice. I think there is such a fantasy--I don't think it speaks to some direct wish for everyone to get accidentally pregnant. I don't want to suggest that. I do think it speaks to a kind of indulged-in fantasy--of, Maybe this could just be decided for me.

[Music]

Demsas: After the break, Anastasia helps us figure out if the choice to have kids can ever be a rational enterprise.

[Break]

Demsas: I think this ambivalence is something. I mean, I do not have children. I do want to have children at some point. And I think this ambivalence is something I've noticed in conversations with friends and people in my peer group about when they're thinking about having kids. And when I read your book, I saw a lot of that reflected, but I tried to go and look and see if there was some data that would help illuminate how ambivalence was playing a role.

And one surprising thing I found--and I wonder how you would react to this--is there's a Pew poll earlier this year that looked at adults over 50 and adults under 50 who did not have children. And when asked why they never had kids, people 50 or older were most likely to say, It just never happened. But for those under 50, they say pretty clearly that they just don't want to, or they want to focus on other things, or they list specific concerns about the world, affordability, or the environment.

Doesn't that sort of indicate, contra to maybe our experience here and what I'm talking about in my experience with my friends, that rather than ambivalence, younger people are actually pretty clear about why they don't want to have kids?

Berg: Yeah. So I thought that the poll is very interesting. It's interesting because that's not how I interpreted that particular data point, although you could.

So what I saw is the possibility of speaking about one's experience--let's call it kind of a journey of figuring out what one's with children--with a way that was, I actually thought, in many ways, less defensive of older people who are able to say It didn't work out for me.

So one of the things and this just corroborates that data: Until very recently, the second most common reason that people gave in the U.S. and the U.K. for why they didn't have children--so people who are childless--was, I just didn't find the willing and suitable partner, after, I didn't want to have kids. What we see, which I think is consistent with the thesis of ambivalence, is that there is a growing embrace of other kind of, as you're saying, priorities and projects and other shapes that a life can take, and less of a possibility of embracing the circumstances of life.

And why I think that is significant is that one of the things that we point out in the book is that many times when you talk about why people aren't having kids, they talk about opportunity costs. Until not very recently, people thought of themselves essentially intergenerationally, and they thought of children as something that belonged to the very framework of human life.

So we can think of, at a moment--maybe it's a moment that's eroding, itself--but the way college featured in the lives of many Americans, so it's the kind of thing that you do no matter what it will take from you. Maybe it'll be easy. Maybe you'll have to take on incredible, crippling amounts of debt. But you're going to go for it. And that's what children were. It wasn't the thing that you put this question mark over and you weigh against your other project, you weigh against your other goals. It was something that you participate in because it belonged to the very framework of life.

And in lieu of that, what we see today is the fact that the children question becomes a question like any other question--like a career question, like an education question, like a Where am I going to live? question. The kind of things that we bring this framework, we compare it to other things, and once we start doing that, we're going to be feeling the cost of making this very difficult and completely life-altering decision.

Demsas: What that raises for me, though, is: Why is that bad? Why is ambivalence about having children bad?

Berg: Put it this way: The very fact that this is a kind of question that's going to be very hard to navigate--it's going to bring up a lot of things. A person is going to want to consider many, many things before jumping into it. None of that is bad.

The bit that seems bad is the bit where that ambivalence becomes debilitating--where, because it's so hard to navigate, on the one hand, and because there's a kind of celebration of the ambivalence for its own sake, as if that's the sophisticated position to take if I'm intellectually and professionally and artistically ambitious. If I have those kinds of aspirations, then being unsure about kids is almost how I'm supposed to be responding to this question.

When we combine these things, what we find is a kind of unhappiness, not the unhappiness of the proverbial childless cat lady. That's not what we're talking about. What we're talking about is the unhappiness of feeling, I don't know how to start thinking about this question. I don't feel comfortable raising it with my partner.

That is a huge problem. I don't feel that there are the kind of public resources to navigate this question, because anything that I find when I look for them is conservative and reactionary. So I think that is the problem, which is why, when we thought about the subtitles or how to talk about the book, every time somebody said, Well, do you want to talk about overcoming ambivalence? I said, Well, I don't want to. You know, ambivalence is worthwhile. We want to take it seriously.

Demsas: You're ambivalent about overcoming ambivalence.

Berg: I'm ambivalent about the ambivalence. And one of the things I like to remind us of is actually the original meaning of ambivalence. So ambivalence, kind of originally in psychoanalysis, it meant the ability to have opposing feelings about one of the same objects, a positive and negative. I think today when we talk about ambivalence, a lot of times what we really mean and refer to as a kind of negativity. It's like a courage of negativity. So when we say the eco lit novels or climate fiction are ambivalent, what we really mean is that they're very, very negative about human beings.

And I think a lot of times when we talk about ambivalence about motherhood, what we talk about is the kind of the courage of negativity, which, in some ways, is long overdue. True ambivalence, the ability to really have and contain and work through both valences--the fears that attend a decision to have children, the things it can raise for us personally in terms of our ambitions, in terms of our families, in terms of the kind of big ethical concerns we care about--that doesn't seem to me to be bad. When it's debilitating us, when it's--again, I really like this phrase--when it's contributing to having that decision made for us and not by us, that's when I worry about it.

Demsas: You view your project with your co-author as trying to kind of lift the ambivalence so that people can make a decision, so they can actually engage fully with this question about whether or not they should have children on their own. And in order to do that, you sort of attack some of the reasons why people say they don't want to have kids. Jay Caspian Kang in The New Yorker calls your book "a corrective to liberal neuroses about having kids." How do you feel about that tag?

Berg: Yeah. That's a great question because, as I was saying before, I think there are parts of Jay's characterization--we also went on his podcast--that we were happy to embrace, and part of it we wanted to kind of hold off on. He said, This really gratifies a debate bro in me. I think that's not in The New Yorker. That might just be on the podcast. And we said, Oh, that's nice, Jay. That's really not all that we want to do.

And that kind of goes to what I was saying before. A lot of people are taking cheap shots at people not having kids today, including our newly elected vice president. And it seemed to us, as people who were ourselves struggling with the question of the role of children in our own lives and in human life, that that kind of attitude would not guide us through our own ambivalence. So it is true that we look at the kind of dominant narratives and scripts and arguments that are not helping people think through this, that make this decision harder to navigate. But I wouldn't say we attack them, and certainly not the people who hold them. And in fact, what we often do is allow people to, I think, productively move through them.

So notice, again, I'll recall an example and use a new one. When I was talking about the financial concern, the point isn't to just say, Well, look--by the way, the Nordic countries. Look at them. Every material hurdle to having children has been lifted. They're not having kids. End of story. So whatever people are saying when they're talking about finances might just be bad faith, and that's it.

No, I don't think it's just bad faith. I think those concerns are looming very large for people. What we wanted to understand is why and how. What we found was, as I was saying, a concern with a kind of ideal--a mirage, perhaps--of sufficient readiness that was underlying what often presented itself as just talk of money. The mirage is that I can ever be so rich, so successful that I would be completely confident in my choice to have children. That is the potential mirage, because a standard could be so high that we'll never know if we've ever reached it.

Demsas: And so why did those standards change?

Berg: I think that's a great question. The reason why it's hard to answer is because we see it across very different arenas of life. Like I was saying before, people, when they think of their own personal development, they're thinking, I need to be very mature, very stable. It's kind of jokes around adulting--so, I'm not there yet. We see that in romantic relationships, so the idea that we have to be in a relationship for a very, very long time before we ever progressed to the next stage.

So people are taking longer to vet potential partners, taking longer to go exclusive, taking longer to introduce them to their parents, taking longer to move in, to get the pet, to get the child. So how to explain the change? More locally, we can think about the kind of upheavals that the Millennial generation, in particular, had undergone. It does seem to be very much the case that there is this myth of readiness that we certainly didn't see before that I think is truer and more interesting than the kind of dithering, immature, Millennial caricature that we're used to.

Demsas: Well, one of the big concerns--and this is, as you mentioned, what really kicked off your decision to write this book--is this idea that people are afraid of bringing children into the world because of climate change, that they're worried about the idea that you are consigning your kids to a world where it's unclear how their stability will look like, whether that's literally the changes that will occur with weather, whether it's floods or droughts or hurricanes or whatever it is, but also just that there's tons of costs that children may add to the planet by increasing pollution.

You know, you cite one person saying that this is a good reason that people can proffer, but it's hiding their actual underlying ambivalence. Why isn't that, by itself, a reason that you find credible that many people are using to not have kids?

Berg: Again, I definitely don't characterize anything through the paradigm of, like, they're hiding one explanation with another. And that's really important to emphasize.

What we do is we quote a kind of academic, ecological activist who had studied the decision processes of people who are environmentalists vis-a-vis the decision to have kids. And what he found was that for those for whom children were a positive prospect--they're leaning towards kids--they will talk about climate change as a reason to have children. They'll say, I'm having children so I can raise people who are responsible vis-a-vis the environment.

And people who are leaning against having children will cite the environment as a reason not to have children, along the lines that you mentioned. And moreover, they consistently said that they will then emphasize that reason of their deliberations in order to affect positive change around them. That doesn't seem to me as something to be sneered at, and I wouldn't call that as hiding. I would call that as trying to use your personal choice to have these larger ramifications to show other people that the damages of climate change--the cost that it exacts from us are not something in the distant future. It's something that is happening right here and right now.

Briefly, the reason why we think that that is the case for most people is because all the data--both our kind of more local and qualitative conversations, as well as large surveys of how people are ordering their preferences and how much is climate change figuring in their procreative choices--as of yet, climate change is not featuring as a significant driver of the decision to have kids or have fewer children.

Although, of course, there wasn't a month that would go by without us being able to find in The New York Times an op-ed along the lines of, Can I have children, given climate change? So it was very much the way that the public conversation was framed, but it just wasn't what was--and still isn't what is--driving the personal, deliberative choices.

Demsas: One implication of your book, I think, is that ambivalence can sort of be cured by more rumination. When Rachel, in the intro, asks her mother about how she decided to have a family, her mother responds, "I always knew. It was never even a question." And to me, part of what your book is trying to do is it's trying to help you shed some of these mirages around whether you could ever be ready financially to have a kid, or this idea that, you know, climate change necessitates you not having children. But is it really a rational enterprise, whether or not people choose to have children?

Berg: That's a fantastic question. So the way I think about our project is as one that can actually do something quite limited. Does it have anything to say about what is the shape that your own life should take? No. I hope the book can show people that for most people, it is the case that they are, in fact, committed to the possibility of a good human future. And as such, that might be something they want to contribute to directly in some way. But what way you do that, that's up to a person to navigate.

As for how to navigate that choice, I do have something to say about that, but we don't say it in the book, which is: I'm a big pluralist as to the actual personal reasons for people to have children. And the reason I am is not just because I'm generally a pluralist, and it's a very personal, fraught decision you shouldn't judge people about. These are all good reasons to be a pluralist, but that's not why I'm a pluralist here. It's because one thing that you can realize without having kids--but having a child, really, this is one thing it really brings home--and it's the fact that whatever it is that you're thinking you're doing it for, whatever you're trying to get out of it, whatever was your motivating reason, having the child can never be reduced to that.

So maybe you did it because you really like the company of kids, but no matter how much you like the company of kids, parenting is going to confront you with a lot of things that are not just the joys of the company of children. Maybe this is your vanity project--you wanted the child to do everything that you never could do. Well, no matter how many times that child succeeds in doing that, parenting is never reducible to the vanity project, inherent, you know, that one can find in having a child.

And I think that's true for anything. You wanted a pension plan? Trust me--there are other ways of going about it. And this one is going to bring a lot more. And it's because what's at stake in having a child is not any of your goals. It's another human being that you're going to enter into one of the most intense and intimate relationships that human beings can enter into. And so that's why I'm, really--I'm a pluralist.

And I'm with you in thinking, in some sense, that means that you can't quite enter this rationally, not necessarily, as we hear sometimes philosophers say, Because it will transform you. That's one thing that can happen. It'll transform you so much that how could you even kind of rationally choose it? You don't know who you're gonna be on the other end. I think it's because whatever you're trying to get out of it, another human being and that intensity of a relationship and that responsibility that you're going to be taking for them is going to absolutely exceed that. So whatever is helping you jump over that ledge, that's really cool by me.

Demsas: Well, so you just glanced at it, but I think one of the reasons why I feel that it's very difficult to even enter into the idea of whether or not to have children in sort of a cost-benefit analysis is, is L.A. Paul's work on transformative experiences. Just to summarize briefly for our listeners, the idea is that, you know, before undergoing a transformative experience, you cannot imagine what it would be like. If your cost-benefit analysis is wholly changed by the event, your preferences, your goals, your personality--it's just completely different once you've entered into parenthood. If this is right, doesn't it kind of call into question even the idea of trying to figure out if you'd be happier or not with a kid? And I know that you are a bit skeptical about this line of reasoning, so I'm curious for your take here.

Berg: Right. So you said, if this is right. So if this is right, yes, that's correct. I don't think it's right--not that it's not right sometimes. I think it's not necessary.

And we should say, to Laurie Paul's credit, her biggest claim, I take it, is about transformative experiences and the challenges they present to rationality. Parenthood, and particularly motherhood, is an example. And the reason why I kind of use a funny tone to use that is, I think, something that L.A. Paul definitely did not intend, but oftentimes culturally we talk about motherhood as a transformative experience, by that, meaning exactly what you mean and more.

We even sometimes mean that not only do you get a new identity you could not predict the significance of in advance, but, in fact, this comes at the cost of your other identities, perhaps identities that you liked and worked very hard to cultivate. And so somebody is now telling you: Not only you'll have new preferences you can't predict, but maybe you'll lose touch with the things you care about most.

One thing that's really important to notice, even before we get to my own kind of objections to the necessity aspect of this claim, is that it has a very strong kind of, I think, ultimately, a sexist undercurrent. We don't talk about fatherhood as being transformative, nowhere as frequently as we do about motherhood being transformative.

Again, it's a case where the intention is right--we want to be able to see women, acknowledge the special challenges that they undergo. But in the process, oftentimes what we're doing is we're sort of reifying the tie between parenting and women. And we're reinforcing the idea that for them it is significant, meaningful, and important in ways that it might not be for men. So that's something I really want to push against.

And then I just want to introduce the claim that motherhood can be all those things, but it might not. And luckily, the way to show the falsity of a universal claim is you just need one counterexample, so I do it in my own person. And so I share that, in fact, I don't think that the experience of motherhood has been a rupture in my life. I have no problem recognizing myself after having children. The same things that I cared about before, I care about now.

However, one of the things that I thought was so interesting is people who said to me, you know, I have been transformed by motherhood, but it didn't happen in the way that you usually hear about it, which is either instantaneous with birth or something that's kind of lodged in that first year of parenting, which is often how we portray parenting today. It's all about being a parent to a baby. The transformation is one that happened over decades. It's one that happened over the life of my child.

And I thought, Oh, wow. That is very poignant. That's very interesting. And then I thought, But over decades, we all change. So the childless will, too, be transformed over decades of their life, by the projects they undertake, by the relationships they enter into. So that's kind of my caveat now, is that I am more open to the long-term transformative potential of entering into such a significant relationship. It's not a necessary one.

And I think this is so important to emphasize for two reasons, and I'll rest there, which is, first I alluded to: It's very anxiety provoking when the framing of the possible choice is whether or not to take on a new identity that might erase all others. And insofar as that's not a necessary framing, I think it's very important to introduce it to others.

And the other thing is that once you undergo the experience--and you see the prevalence of this narrative of sort of utter, complete, rupturous transformation--but you yourself don't recognize yourself in it, you might feel like you're doing it wrong. And in looking at responses to the book, it has been really interesting and, I admit, gratifying to hear from other women who are mothers, I have found in what you described a narrative that I could identify with more than I could identify with many of the narratives that I saw around the idea of the necessarily transformative power of motherhood.

Demsas: I wonder, then, how you think about what happens to someone when they finish reading your book, right? So let's say they've removed the mirages that you want to take away from them, and they're free now to engage fully in the question of whether or not they actually want kids.

At some level, I feel like, if I were to just--and you know, I guess this is hinted in my earlier questions--but if I was just, like, to kind of tally up the costs of having a kid, even putting aside sort of the transformative-experiences point, I think that if I were to just say, Okay, the potential risk of what will happen to my career, to my body, and then, of course, just the necessary risk, even if everything goes well, of all the costs of raising a child, of saving up for their future, I think even freed of some of the ideas that you've talked about here, most people would rationally assume that children don't fit in with their lives. Do you agree with that, or do you think that that's not what you find in your experience?

Berg: Well, it's not what I found in my experience, given the choices I've made. But my hope is that while reading a single book cannot transport you to a different age to which we do not want to be transported, for many other reasons--where having children, you know, you just a kind of unthinkingly engage in this activity and make the choice--I do hope that the fact that we provide an analysis, that helps them see that the frames of evaluation that they're bringing to the children question are not the only ones possible, that by reminding them that what's at stake is, in fact, not just this personal experience for them, not just sum some satisfaction that they're going to be enjoying in their own lives, but that what's at stake is ultimately how they will or will not be contributing to a human future, which by the end of the book I hope to have shown is something that most of us are, in fact, concerned with to one degree or another.

So once you're at the end of the book, and you kind of realize, Actually, I'm not indifferent to what happens, to put it a bit crudely, after my death. I'm not indifferent to the possibility of there being not just more human beings but, in fact, human beings that live a kind of existence that I, as a human being, can be proud of, not just something I should be ashamed of, as we kind of talked about is represented in that eco lit.

I think then you are confronted with the questions: What are you going to do about this? How are you going to be contributing to that future? This is vague, because, as I said, this is not a book for somebody who wants, at the end of it--I got, recently, a question about a decision procedure. There is no decision procedure that we can offer you, by the end of which you'll be like, Oh yes. Okay, I see now. It makes sense for me to have kids.

In fact, I would put things more strongly than you did. I think considering the kind of risks a person takes on themselves in having a child, which, just to kind of remind all of us listening to this conversation, is every possible horrible, bad, and tragic thing that can happen to you can happen to your child. And then, bringing a child to the world, you're becoming that much more vulnerable. Like, for every child, you're becoming vulnerable in another person. I think it never makes sense if what we think about making sense is this kind of weighing of pros and cons or an instrumental calculation of how to increase satisfaction or minimize risk. It does make sense once you think of your own existence as something that's not reducible to you just maximizing your satisfaction across your own lifetime.

And I think the book helps you recover a sense of that perspective and raises that question for you, and how you're going to answer it is up to you. Although, it is a conversation that one-on-one I do love having, so people can reach out to me for heart-to-hearts about what shape their own lives should take.

Demsas: Well, that's a great part to go to our last and final question. What is something that you once thought was a good idea but ended up only being good on paper?

Berg: I really wanted to answer this by saying, "having children," but just in the sense of, like, I love my children. I stand behind my choices.

I wanted to use the question, though, to say basically what we were just talking about, which is that the considerations of the book, those lifting of norms, those reminding us of different perspective, reorienting us to the fact that what's at stake is the future of humanity--all those things can only get you so far. And the nitty gritty reality, not of, I don't know, the diapers and the crying that we see--as I was saying, we see parenting today represented just through infancy--but of the whole arc of the life of a parent.

And in particular, the one thing I think is truly universal in parenting--this is my big controversial claim--is that nothing is universal in parenting. You don't necessarily become a better person. Only some people do. You don't necessarily relive your happy childhood. Only some people do, etcetera, etcetera. What's universal is that you become inalienably vulnerable to the risks, pains, sufferings, and tragedies that can befall another human being. And in doing that, in entering this incredibly intimate and demanding relationship, it'll always sort of exceed in its wonder, in its joys, but also in its pains and in its horrors, anything that we can write in a single book.

Demsas: Thank you so much for coming on the show.

Berg: Thank you so much for having me.

[Music]

Demsas: Good on Paper is produced by Jinae West. It was edited by Dave Shaw, fact-checked by Ena Alvarado, and engineered by Erica Huang. Our theme music is composed by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio. Andrea Valdez is our managing editor.

And hey, if you like what you're hearing, please leave us a rating and review on Apple Podcasts.

I'm Jerusalem Demsas, and we'll see you next week.
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A Guide for the Politically Homeless

Those left adrift by Trump's rise must now engage in a new project.

by Eliot A. Cohen




Those of us who first became politically homeless in 2016 have lately been in a quandary: We need to figure out who we are. If we are not to succumb to the Saruman trap--going along with populist authoritarians in the foolish hope of using them for higher purposes--then we had better establish what we stand for.

Labels matter in politics. They can also lose their meaning. There is, for example, nothing "conservative" about the MAGA movement, which is, in large part, reactionary, looking for a return to an idealized past, when it is not merely a cult of personality. Today's progressives are a long, long way from their predecessors of the early 20th century--just invoke Theodore Roosevelt's name at a gathering of "the Squad" and see what happens.

Even the terms left and right--derived, let us remember, from seating arrangements in the National Assembly during the early days of the French Revolution--no longer convey much. Attitudes toward government coercion of various kinds, deficit spending, the rule of law--neither party holds consistent views on these subjects. The activist bases of both Democrats and Republicans like the idea of expanding executive power at the expense of Congress and the courts. Both see American foreign policy in past decades as a tale of unremitting folly, best resolved by leaving the world to its own devices. Both brood over fears and resentments, and shun those who do not share their deepest prejudices.

David Frum: A good country's bad choice

What is worse is the extent to which the MAGA- and progressive-activist worlds are more interested in destroying institutions than building them. Both denounce necessary parts of government (the Department of Justice on the one hand, police departments on the other); seek to enforce speech codes; threaten to drive those they consider their enemies from public life; and pursue justice (as they understand it) in a spirit of reckless self-righteousness using prosecution as a form of retribution. Neither group of wreckers, for example, would really like to see, let alone help rebuild, the great universities as politically neutral oases of education rather than incubators of their own partisans.

To call those made politically homeless by the rise of Donald Trump "conservatives" no longer makes sense. To be a conservative is to want to slow down or stop change and preserve institutions and practices as they are, or to enable them to evolve slowly. But in recent decades, so much damage has been inflicted on norms of public speech and conduct that it is not enough to slow the progress of political decay. To the extent that the plain meaning of the word conservatism is indeed a commitment to preservation, that battle has been lost, and on multiple fronts.

We certainly are not "progressives" either. We do not believe that progress is inevitable (and can be accelerated), or that history bends in a certain direction. Being on the right side of history is a phrase that sends chills down the spines of those of us who have a somewhat dark view of human nature. The notion that the arc of history bends inexorably toward justice died for many of us in the middle of the 20th century. Moreover, the modern progressive temper, with its insistence on orthodoxies on such specifics as pronouns and a rigid and all-encompassing categorization of oppressors and victims, is intolerable for many of us.

What we are is a kind of old-fashioned liberal--a point recently made by the former Soviet dissident Natan Sharansky. Liberal is not an entirely satisfactory term, but given the impoverishment of today's political vocabulary, it will have to do.

What does being a liberal mean, particularly in a second Trump term, when politics has become coarse and brutal and the partisan divide seems uncrossable?

It begins with a commitment to the notion of "freedom"--that is, a freedom that most suits human nature at its finest and requires not only the legal protection to express itself but a set of internal restraints based on qualities now in short supply: prudent good judgment, the ability to empathize, the desire to avoid unnecessary hurt, a large measure of tolerance for disagreement, an awareness that error awaits all of us. We agree with Alexis de Tocqueville, who argued in Democracy in America, that it is moeurs--mores or habits of belief or norms--and not laws alone that keep America free.

If this does not sound like a partisan political agenda, that is because it is not. It is, rather, a temperament, a set of dispositions rooted in beliefs about the challenges and promise of free self-government. It is an assertion of the primacy of those deeper values over the urgency of any specific political program, and reflects a belief that, ultimately, they matter more.

Cardinal John Henry Newman, whose early-19th-century writings shaped the idea of a liberal education, famously captured these qualities in his description of the product of such an education:

He is never mean or little in his disputes, never takes unfair advantage, never mistakes personalities or sharp sayings for arguments, or insinuates evil which he dare not say out loud. He has too much good sense to be affronted at insults, he is too well employed to remember injury ... He is patient, forbearing, and resigned, on philosophical principles; he submits to pain because it is inevitable, to bereavement, because it is irreparable, and to death, because it is his destiny. He may be right or wrong in his opinion, but he is too clear-headed to be unjust ... He knows the weakness of human reason as well as its strength, its province and its limits.


These qualities will, no doubt, seem otherworldly to many. They are not the stuff of which a vigorous political party will be built; they are easily mocked and impossible to tweet. They are more the stuff of statesmanship than politics. They will satisfy neither of our political parties, and certainly none of their bigoted partisans. They will not, at least in the short run, capture the imagination of the American people. They are probably not the winning creed of a political movement that can capture the presidency in 2028, or secure majorities in the House or Senate.

Caitlin Flanagan: The Democrats' billionaire mistake

But principled liberals of the modern American type can exercise influence if they are patient, willing to argue, and, above all, if they do not give up. We can write and speak, attempt to persuade, and engage. Our influence, to the extent that we have it, will be felt in the long term and indirectly. It may be felt most, and is most urgently needed, in the field of education, beginning in the early years when young people acquire the instincts and historical knowledge that can make them thoughtful citizens. It is a long-term project, but that is nothing new: The struggle to eliminate formal discrimination on the basis of race and religion in public life took a very long time as well.

True liberals are short-term pessimists, because they understand the dark side of human nature, but long-run optimists about human potential, which is why they believe in freedom. At this troubled moment, we should neither run from the public square nor chant jeremiads while shaking our fists at the heavens. We need to be the anti-hysterics, the unflappable skeptics, the persistent advocates for the best of the old values and practices in new conditions. We need to persistently make our case.

Nor is this a matter of argument only. We need to be the ones who not only articulate but embody certain standards of behavior and thought. We may need the courage that the first editor of this magazine described as the willingness to "dare to be, in the right with two or three." For sure, we should follow the motto that he coined for The Atlantic and be "of no party or clique." If that means journeying in a political wilderness for a while, well, there are precedents for that. Besides, those who travel with us will be good company--and may be considerably more numerous than we now think.
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The Trump Marathon

If Americans want to hold Trump accountable in a second term, they must keep their heads when he uses chaos as a strategy.

by Tom Nichols




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


In the almost three weeks since his victory in the presidential election, Donald Trump has more or less completed nominations for his Cabinet, and he and his surrogates have made a flurry of announcements. The president-elect and his team have spent much of November baiting and trolling their opponents while throwing red meat to the MAGA faithful. (Trump, for example, has appointed Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy to a nonexistent "Department of Government Efficiency," an office whose acronym is a play on a jokey crypto currency.) And though some of Trump's nominees have been relatively reasonable choices, in recent days Trump has put forward a handful of manifestly unqualified and even dangerous picks, reiterated his grandiose plans for his first days in office, and promised to punish his enemies.

We've seen this before. As I warned this past April, stunning his opponents with more outrages than they can handle is a classic Trump tactic:

By overwhelming people with the sheer volume and vulgarity of his antics, Trump and his team are trying to burn out the part of our brains that can discern truth from fiction, right from wrong, good from evil ... Trump isn't worried that all of this will cause voters to have a kind of mental meltdown: He's counting on it. He needs ordinary citizens to become so mired in moral chaos and so cognitively paralyzed that they are unable to comprehend the disasters that would ensue if he returns to the White House.


Neither the voters nor the members of the U.S. Senate, however, should fall for it this time. Professor Timothy Snyder of Yale University has written that the most important way to resist a rising authoritarian regime is not to "obey in advance"--that is, changing our behavior in ways we think might conform to the demands of the new ruling group. That's good advice, but I might add a corollary here: People should not panic and exhaust themselves in advance, either.

In practice, this means setting priorities--mine are the preservation of democracy and national security--and conserving mental energy and political effort to concentrate on those issues and Trump's plans for them. It's important to bear in mind as well that Trump will not take the oath of office for another two months. (Such oaths do not matter to him, but he cannot grab the machinery of government without it.) If citizens and their representatives react to every moment of trollery over the coming weeks, they will be exhausted by Inauguration Day.

Trump will now dominate the news cycle almost every day with some new smoke bomb that is meant to distract from his attempts to stock the government with a strange conglomeration of nihilistic opportunists and self-styled revolutionaries. He will propose plans that he has no real hope of accomplishing quickly, while trying to build an aura of inevitability and omnipotence around himself. (His vow to begin mass deportations on his first day, for example, is a logistical impossibility, unless by mass he means "slightly more than usual." He may be able to set in motion some sort of planning on day one, but he has no way to execute a large-scale operation yet, and it will be some time before he has anywhere to put so many people marked for deportation.)

The attempt to build Trump into some kind of unstoppable political kaiju is nonsense, as the hapless Matt Gaetz just found out. For all of Trump's bullying and bluster, Gaetz's nomination bid was over in a matter of days. Two of Trump's other nominations--Pete Hegseth for defense secretary and Tulsi Gabbard for director of national intelligence--might be in similar trouble as various Republicans begin to show doubts about them.

Senator James Risch, for example, a hard-right conservative from deep-red Idaho and the ranking Republican on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, declined over the weekend to offer the kind of ritualistic support for Hegseth and Gabbard that Trump expects from the GOP. "Ask me this question again after the hearings," Risch said on Saturday. "These appointments by the president are constrained by the advice and consent of the Senate. The Senate takes that seriously, and we vet these."

What Risch seems to be saying--at least I hope, anyway--is that it's all fun and games until national security is involved, and then people have to get serious about what's at stake. The Senate isn't a Trump rally, and the Defense Department isn't a backdrop for a segment on Fox & Friends.

Similar thinking may have led to Scott Bessent as Trump's nominee to run the Treasury. Bessent would have been an ordinary pick in any other administration, but in Trump World, it's noteworthy that a standard-issue hedge-fund leader--and a man who once worked for George Soros, of all people--just edged out the more radical Trump loyalist Howard Lutnick, who has been relegated to Commerce, a far less powerful department. Culture warring, it seems, matters less to some of Team Trump when real money is involved.

None of this is a case for complacency. Hegseth and Gabbard could still end up winning confirmation. The anti-vaxxer Robert F. Kennedy Jr. could take over at the Department of Health and Human Services. Meanwhile, reports have also emerged that Trump may move Kash Patel--the very embodiment of the mercenary loyalist who will execute any and every Trump order--into a senior job at the FBI or the Department of Justice, a move that would raise urgent questions about American civil liberties.

But Trump cannot simply will things into existence. Yes, "the people have spoken," but it was a narrow win, and Trump again seems to have fallen short of gaining 50 percent of the popular vote. Just as Democrats have had to learn that running up big margins in California does not win the presidency, Republicans are finding yet again that electoral votes are not the same thing as a popular mandate. The Senate Republican conference is rife with cowards, but only a small handful of principled GOP senators are needed to stop some of Trump's worst nominees.

The other reality is that Trump has already accomplished the one thing he really cared about: staying out of jail. Today, Special Counsel Jack Smith moved to dismiss the January 6-related case against him. So be it; if enough voters have decided they can live with a convicted felon in the White House, there's nothing the rest of us can do about that.

But Trump returning to office does not mean he can rule by fiat. If his opponents react to every piece of bait he throws in front of them, they will lose their bearings. And even some of Trump's voters--at least those outside the MAGA personality cult--might not have expected this kind of irresponsible trolling. If these Republican voters want to hold Trump accountable for the promises he made to them during the campaign, they'll have to keep their heads rather than get caught up in Trump's daily dramas.

Allow me to add one piece of personal advice for the upcoming holiday: None of the things Trump is trying to do will happen before the end of the week. So for Thanksgiving, give yourself a break. Remember the great privilege and blessing it is to be an American, and have faith in the American Constitution and the freedoms safeguarded within it. If your Uncle Ned shows up and still wants to argue about how the election was stolen from Trump four years ago, my advice is the same as it's been for every holiday: Tell him he's wrong, that you love him anyway, that you're not having this conversation today, and to pass the potatoes.

Related:

	Pam Bondi's comeback
 	Another theory of the Trump movement






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Revenge of the COVID contrarians
 	The end of the quest for justice for January 6
 	Caitlin Flanagan on the Democrats' billionaire mistake




Today's News

	Special Counsel Jack Smith filed motions to drop the federal election-subversion and classified-documents cases against Trump, citing a Justice Department rule against prosecuting sitting presidents.
 	A California judge delayed the resentencing date for Lyle and Erik Menendez, the brothers imprisoned for killing their parents in 1989, to give the new Los Angeles County district attorney more time to review the case.
 	The Israeli cabinet will vote tomorrow on a proposed cease-fire deal with Hezbollah, which is expected to pass, according to a spokesperson for Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. The Israeli ambassador to the U.S. said on Israeli Army Radio that an agreement could be reached "within days" but that there remain "points to finalize."




Dispatches 

	The Weekly Planet: Climate negotiations at COP29 ended in a $300 billion deal that mostly showed how far the world is from facing climate change's real dangers, Zoe Schlanger argues.
 	The Wonder Reader: One of the most humbling parts of being alive is realizing that you might need to reconsider some long-held habits, Isabel Fattal writes.
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Evening Read
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Everyone Agrees Americans Aren't Healthy

By Nicholas Florko

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is wrong about a lot of things in public health. Vaccines don't cause autism. Raw milk is more dangerous than pasteurized milk. And cellphones haven't been shown to cause brain cancer. But the basic idea behind his effort to "Make America Healthy Again" is correct: America is not healthy, and our current system has not fixed the problem.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear Therapist": No one wants to host my in-laws for the holidays.
 	The right has a Bluesky problem.
 	The leak scandal roiling Israel
 	What the broligarchs want from Trump




Culture Break


Everett



Watch. Every generation has an Oz story, but Wicked is the retelling that best captures what makes L. Frank Baum's world sing, Allegra Rosenberg writes.

Try out. Group fitness classes aren't just about exercise--they're also a ridiculous, perfect way to make friends, Mikala Jamison writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I often tell people to unplug from the news. (Hey, I get paid to have opinions about national events, and yet I make sure to stop watching the news now and then too.) If you'd like a break that will not only get you off the doom treadmill but refresh and recharge you, allow me to suggest binge-watching the new Ted Danson series on Netflix, A Man on the Inside. It's charming and funny, and it might bring a tear to your eye in between some laughs.

Danson plays a recently widowed retired professor who takes a job with a private investigator as the "inside man" at a senior-citizen residence in San Francisco. (As someone who watched the debut of Cheers 42 years ago, I feel like I've been growing old along with Danson through his many shows, and this might be his best role.) He's tracking down a theft, but the crime isn't all that interesting, nor is it really the point of the show: Rather, A Man on the Inside is about family, friends, love, and death.

My wife and I sometimes found the show almost too hard to watch, because we have both had parents in assisted living and memory-care settings. But A Man on the Inside never hurts--it has too much compassion (and gentle, well-placed humor) to let aging become caricatured as nothing but tragedy and loss. It is a show for and about families, just when we need something we can all watch over the holidays.

-- Tom



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/11/trump-news-exhaustion-chaos/680801/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





    
      
        
          	
            The Atlantic
          
          	
            Sections
          
          	
            Politics | The ...
          
        

      

      Best of The Atlantic

      
        Thanksgiving Recipes Keep Getting More Outlandish
        Ellen Cushing
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        Hannah Giorgis

        By the time Martha Stewart rose to fame, family life in the United States looked very different than it had during her childhood. American mothers had entered the workforce en masse, and when Stewart's first book was published, in 1982, many women were no longer instructing their daughters on the finer points of homemaking fundamentals like cooking meals from scratch or hosting holiday gatherings. Stewart's meticulous guides to domestic life ended up filling a maternal vacuum for many of her fans...
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        Three Ways to Handle an Awkward Thanksgiving
        Arthur C. Brooks

        Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.By the time I was 19 years old, I had quit college and was working a job thousands of miles from my family. With no money, my first Thanksgiving away from home promised to be a lonely one--until a local couple invited me to spend the holiday at their house with their extended family. They warned me, however, that this gathering would also include a ne'er-do-well cousin named Jeffrey. No one saw hi...

      

      
        The Most Controversial Game on the Internet
        Elaine Godfrey

        One morning earlier this month, I slammed my laptop shut. I was four cups of coffee deep and full of rage. My hands shook, and my vision blurred. It wasn't politics, my usual subject matter, that had sent me spiraling.It was Wyna Liu.Liu is the New York Times editor who makes Connections, the online puzzle that is both the blessing and the bane of my mornings--and the days of millions of other people who regularly spend time tangling with Liu's creation. Connections, which was released in 2023 by ...

      

      
        Moderation Is Not the Same Thing as Surrender
        Jonathan Chait

        Before this month's elections, when Democratic candidates were being attacked for letting transgender athletes compete in girls' sports, trans-rights activists and their allies had a confident answer: They had nothing to fear, because anti-trans themes were a consistent loser for Republicans. That position became impossible to maintain after the elections, when detailed research showed that the issue had done tremendous damage to Kamala Harris and other Democrats. In fact, the third-most-common r...

      

      
        What Comes Next for Air Travel
        Lora Kelley

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.The list of air-travel fiascos this past year reads like a verse of "We Didn't Start the Fire": A chunk of plane fell off mid-flight. Boeing workers went on strike. A CrowdStrike software issue grounded thousands of planes worldwide. A major airline merger was blocked. Passengers were terribly unruly.An...

      

      
        A Late Win for Biden in the Middle East
        Hussein Ibish

        On Tuesday, Israel and Hezbollah, the Iranian-backed militant group in Lebanon, agreed to a cease-fire. The arrangement is a win for outgoing President Joe Biden, who has followed a hapless policy course through a calamitous year for the Middle East.Ever since the Hamas attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, the Biden administration's goal in the Middle East has been to contain the conflict. That policy didn't exactly succeed: The fighting spread to Lebanon and even led to exchanges of fire between...

      

      
        Thanksgiving Should Be in October
        Ellen Cushing

        This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.You are so tired! I can tell because I'm tired too. In a couple of days, tens of millions of Americans will get on planes or trains or highways, crunching our limbs in godless ways for hours on end, worrying if we left the stove on or packed enough layers. We will fight the crowds, brave the chaos, pay the money. And then we will get to wherever we're going, and we'll eat. It will probably be lovely, or maybe...

      

      
        The Musical Blockbuster That Didn't Play By the Rules
        Shirley Li

        When Mean Girls, the musical remake of the 2004 film, hit theaters in January, the film appeared to shock audiences for, well, being a musical. Theatergoers recorded the moment that their fellow viewers realized what kind of movie it was; in one video, the crowd groans loudly as soon as a character starts singing, before laughing at their own reactions. But the studio behind the remake wasn't surprised by these responses. "We didn't want to run out and say it's a musical," Marc Weinstock, Paramou...

      

      
        The Trump Marathon
        Tom Nichols

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.In the almost three weeks since his victory in the presidential election, Donald Trump has more or less completed nominations for his Cabinet, and he and his surrogates have made a flurry of announcements. The president-elect and his team have spent much of November baiting and trolling their opponents ...

      

      
        My Home Is a Horror of Unfinished Tasks
        James Parker

        Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.Dear James,Unless there is money attached or a truly significant deadline (impending wedding, house sale, moving van arriving), I never seem to complete what I begin. I have so man...

      

      
        The International Criminal Court's Folly
        Eugene Kontorovich

        The warrants issued by the International Criminal Court against Israel's prime minister and former defense minister represent many historic firsts. They would be the court's first prosecutions of leaders in a liberal Western democracy, and represent the first time anyone has been charged with the "crime of starvation"; the first time the court has accused a country of war crimes during a defensive war against an external invader; and the first prosecution of a non-member state at the bequest of a...

      

      
        The Road Dogs of the American West
        Andrew Aoyama

        Photographs by Bryan SchutmaatDrive far enough into Texas from the Louisiana border, and you'll see the ground dry, the earth crumble into dust. Eventually, the photographer Bryan Schutmaat told me, the strip malls fade into the rearview mirror, the landscape opens, and the American West begins.Schutmaat has long been fascinated by the West; as he toured with punk bands in his teens and early 20s, he felt himself drawn to the region and its open space. His new book, Sons of the Living, documents ...

      

      
        Dear Therapist: No One Wants to Host My In-Laws for the Holidays
        Lori Gottlieb

        Editor's Note: On the last Monday of each month, Lori Gottlieb answers a reader's question about a problem, big or small. Have a question? Email her at dear.therapist@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear Therapist" in your inbox. Dear Therapist,

My husband and I have been together for five years. In that time, his parents have separated and are now divorcing. My husband and his two sisters are not particularly close with either parent because of their less-t...

      

      
        A Horror Movie About an Atheist Who Won't Shut Up
        McKay Coppins

        This article contains spoilers for the movie Heretic.When I was a Mormon missionary in Texas in the early 2000s, my companions and I used to get strange phone calls from a man with a British accent named Andrew. We didn't know who he was, or how he'd gotten the numbers for a bunch of Church-owned cellphones, but the calls always went the same. He would begin in a friendly mode, feigning interest in our lives and work. Then, gradually, the questions would turn confrontational as he revealed his tr...

      

      
        When Haruki Murakami Takes His Own Magic for Granted
        Randy Boyagoda

        Haruki Murakami's new novel, The City and Its Uncertain Walls, features an imaginary world that is both intricate and baffling: A parallel universe contains a walled city, which contains a library, which contains orbs that contain people's dreams. Exploring them is an unnamed, middle-aged narrator accompanied by a teenage girl whom he somehow met decades ago. Moving back and forth between this universe and mundane reality, he begins to wonder which version of himself is the real one--the "Dream Re...

      

      
        Aftermath
        Susan Mitchell

        Of what, you may ask--love affair, divorce, death, storm
illness, joy, betrayal, revelation, blessing?

In my courtyard, a heap of stuff blown from many directions--
wet socks, branch about to bloom, TV antenna
bent-over window screen, a sandbag without sand.

I could set up shop, sell broken merchandise
to the broken, sell wails and sobs to the grieving.

Come by and buy this day with trees
uprooted and boughs
fallen, with flooded kitchens honking geese and two
ravens solemn as undertakers in blac...

      

      
        The International Criminal Court Shows Its Mettle
        Arash Azizi

        Passing judgment on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was never going to be simple for the International Criminal Court. Even harder than acting fairly and impartially would be appearing to have done so, in a conflict that stirs fierce passions the world over.On top of that, equality before the law is a basic principle of justice, but until this point, the ICC has mainly prosecuted authoritarian and non-Western leaders. Almost all of the court's top funders are Western democracies or their allies....

      

      
        The Fox News Rebound
        David A. Graham

        Updated at 11:50 a.m. ET on November 27, 2024Four years ago, the long-running Fox News juggernaut suddenly looked precarious. The 2020 elections proved a major threat, as viewers abandoned the network and huge lawsuits threatened its coffers. Today, Donald Trump is headed back to the White House, and he's bringing a brigade of former Fox talent with him--a symbolic expression of the Murdoch-owned channel's astonishing comeback.Leading the list are Pete Hegseth, a former frequent Fox presence who i...

      

      
        Kendrick Lamar Makes His Point Clearer
        Spencer Kornhaber

        Mid is a perfect bit of new slang for a culture in which quantity is crushing quality, in which you can stream endlessly and feel nothing. What's also fitting is that the word has become a favorite diss in the rap world, the musical genre that has helped pioneer what mediocrity means today. To be clear: Hip-hop is our era's most dynamic art form. But it's also a content template, an expressive mode, that invites anyone with a mic and some talent to spam the internet with raw thoughts set to beats...

      

      
        The AI War Was Never Just About AI
        Matteo Wong

        For almost two years now, the world's biggest tech companies have been at war over generative AI. Meta may be known for social media, Google for search, and Amazon for online shopping, but since the release of ChatGPT, each has made tremendous investments in an attempt to dominate in this new era. Along with start-ups such as OpenAI, Anthropic, and Perplexity, their spending on data centers and chatbots is on track to eclipse the costs of sending the first astronauts to the moon.To be successful,...

      

      
        Taylor Swift Is a Perfect Example of How Publishing Is Changing
        Lora Kelley

        Among the details on Target's product page for the official Taylor Swift Eras Tour commemorative book--256 pages; 500 images and personal reflections written by Swift--was one unusual tidbit buried under the header "Specifications." Most of Swift's fans surely glossed over the section, which provided information less relevant than the book's cost ($39.99) and release date (in stores on Black Friday and online the next day). But the book industry noticed: Her publisher is listed as "Taylor Swift Pub...
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Thanksgiving Recipes Keep Getting More Outlandish

Trying something new is exciting, but there's also a financial incentive behind the need to churn out unfamiliar dishes.

by Ellen Cushing




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Sometimes, at a party or on the internet, you will encounter someone who is unimpressed by human ingenuity. The pace of technological progress has stalled, they'll say. Our art is getting dumber. We aren't as creative as we used to be.

I suggest those people Google the phrase twist on Thanksgiving, because if they do, they will be met with thousands or possibly millions of examples of our species' boundless capacity for invention. The Pioneer Woman recommends covering your turkey in a lattice of bacon, like a pie. Food & Wine recently published a list of 25 turkey alternatives, including timpano, salmon Wellington, and something called a "Greens-and-Cheese-Stuffed Cinderella Pumpkin." Just now, as I was writing this newsletter, The New York Times emailed me about a cornbread-chorizo stuffing topped with esquites. As a culture, we simply cannot stop trying to chop and screw Thanksgiving.

Even The Atlantic, a publication not necessarily known for its cooking coverage, has joined in on the project of perennial reinvention. Over the years, we have published Thanksgiving recipes for cornbread and mustard-greens pudding and for baked tomatoes stuffed with creamed spinach. We've suggested serving ricotta gnocchi and wild mushrooms, roasting pears with fresh vanilla bean instead of making cranberry sauce, starting the meal with mushroom French onion soup, and adding black-pepper marinated beef brisket to the table "for a variety."

"The overused phrase 'new traditions' is all too apt," Sally Schneider wrote in a 2009 article that argued for replacing mashed potatoes with "unexpected purees" made from Tunisian-spiced winter squash, celery root and apple, or fennel seed and chestnut. The next year, this magazine published an article by the chef Regina Charboneau that was headlined "Reinventing Thanksgiving: Traditional Foods, Fresh Recipes." (This mostly involved, in Charboneau's words, "jazzing up squash.") Five days later, we ran a column by an American living in Italy who tried to adapt the holiday's food to suit her "husband's Tuscan palate"; the menu included various crostini to start, mashed-up persimmons served with ricotta cream in a shot glass for dessert, and for the main course, Tuscan turkey with cornbread stuffing:

I bought a turkey breast and sliced away, making a large, not-too-neat one-inch-thick scallop. I piled plenty of stuffing in the middle, then wrapped the turkey around it and stitched loose ends together (I'm not good at sewing) to make what looked like a roast, then wrapped the whole thing in caul fat (subbing for turkey skin, adding a porky element, always a good idea). The result, when sliced, was a strip of moist turkey that surrounded the stuffing. It was a big hit.


I believe it. Trying something new--especially when it involves bread enveloped in meat--is exciting, and expanding Thanksgiving's remit to include ingredients and preparations drawn from traditions beyond the WASPy New England canon is an undeniably good thing. For the individual home cook, reinventing Thanksgiving is a chance to impress guests you rarely see, or maybe just a way to entertain yourself amid the tedium of preparing a big meal. But for cooking media, there's a financial incentive: Every year, food publications devote their November issues to our most cooking-centric holiday, and every year, they tell us to do something different. Magazines need to sell copies (or, more recently, persuade people to click their links), and We Did the Exact Same Thing This Year is not a particularly compelling headline. Just as U.S. News & World Report needs to find a way, each year, to slightly reorder its college rankings, food magazines need to find a way to make Thanksgiving--a holiday with roots more than a century older than this country--feel new.

Any of us would be lucky to eat one of the recipes I've mentioned here, even the bacon thing. But we'd also probably be just fine with old flavors and un-jazzed squashes. And yet, we reinvent. Myself very much included: Just this week, I argued for moving Thanksgiving to October--and I was completely right.

Related:

	Is food getting better? (From 2022)
 	The secrets to a successful potluck dish




Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Always a Girlboss, Never a Tradwife

A new Netflix documentary explores the cost of Martha Stewart's chase for domestic perfection.

by Hannah Giorgis




By the time Martha Stewart rose to fame, family life in the United States looked very different than it had during her childhood. American mothers had entered the workforce en masse, and when Stewart's first book was published, in 1982, many women were no longer instructing their daughters on the finer points of homemaking fundamentals like cooking meals from scratch or hosting holiday gatherings. Stewart's meticulous guides to domestic life ended up filling a maternal vacuum for many of her fans, and she inspired both devotion and envy. Oprah Winfrey, no stranger to hard work herself, once summed up the ire that many people felt about Stewart: "Who has the time for all of this? For every woman who makes a complicated gingerbread house, a million don't even have the time to bake a cookie."

At a moment when American women were already feeling the exhaustion of the second shift, Stewart seemed to suggest that they toil overtime to beautify their second work environment too. But despite being most famous as a homemaker, an occupation usually associated with mothers, Stewart would later appear ambivalent about motherhood itself. Before her daughter was born, when Stewart was 24, "I thought it was a natural thing," she says in Martha, a new Netflix documentary about her life and career. "It turns out it's not at all natural to be a mother."

Early in the documentary, an off-camera speaker--Stewart is the only on-camera interviewee--refers to her as "the original influencer." The label emphasizes how she shaped domestic life and purchasing trends decades before the advent of Instagram or TikTok; as one friend says, Stewart "was the first woman that saw the marketability of her personal life." Archival images of a young Stewart exude the charming, homespun domesticity that many social-media creators now emulate. We see Stewart stooped low in her gardens, then feeding chickens in her "palais du poulet"--the French name she gave her coop ("palace of the chicken"). That visual would be right at home on the vision boards of modern influencers who broadcast their nostalgic visions of Americana to millions of followers.

But Stewart's words, whether spoken directly to the camera or read from private letters, tell a story that diverges from tidy fantasies. Part of why Martha raises such interesting questions about motherhood, family life, and domestic labor is Stewart's apparent doubts about the value of all three. Throughout the documentary, she seems to be confronting her own conflicting beliefs, but clearly, business--not the art of homemaking--has been the essential pursuit of Stewart's life. And her single-minded focus on expanding her empire is what ultimately attracted the most criticism as she transformed into a gargantuan brand.



In 1987, the same year that Stewart published Weddings, a glossy guide about how to host the perfect matrimonial celebration, she and her husband separated after he had an affair with a younger woman. While Stewart promoted a book about celebrating love, she wrestled with her family's private dysfunction--and when rumors of the affair became public, Stewart worried about the professional implications of her husband appearing absent from her carefully curated life. At one point in the film, Stewart advises young wives on how to react to their husband's philandering: "Look at him, [say] 'He's a piece of shit,' and get out of it. Get out of that marriage," she says defiantly, cautioning today's women not to stay, like she did, and try to work things out. (The two divorced a few years later, in 1990.)

Only when the documentary's director, R. J. Cutler, asks about an affair that she had earlier in the marriage does Stewart concede her own actions. "It was just nothing," she says, before decrying the messiness of divorce. "I would never have broken up a marriage for it." It's one thing to cheat in private, in other words, but she frowns at the public spectacle of dissolving a family unit. The moment draws attention to how tightly Stewart has attempted to control her image--and underscores how much she appears to resent the ways her accomplishments (and her misdeeds) have been judged in relation to her gender. In 1999, Stewart, then the CEO of Martha Stewart Living Omnimedia, became the first female self-made billionaire in the United States. The following year, Joan Didion wrote in a New Yorker essay that the "dreams and the fears into which Martha Stewart taps are not of 'feminine' domesticity but of female power, of the woman who sits down at the table with the men and, still in her apron, walks away with the chips."

Nearly 25 years later, Martha makes the case that Stewart was subject to different rules than her male counterparts because she disturbed conventional views of women in the corporate world. "She was ruthless," one commentator says. "In the business world, that's a great trait for a man. But, you know, for a woman--you know, she was a bitch." That may be an interesting place to begin a look back at a controversial mogul, but the documentary is light on specifics about Stewart's perceived professional shortcomings, which have included criticism that she underpaid her staff while earning millions, berated them, and sold their work as her own. Instead, we get the vague sense that some people thought she was harsh and that others found her to be an exacting perfectionist. But unlike an earlier CNN docuseries on Stewart, Martha shies away from interrogating the details of such workplace accusations in favor of rehashing how multiple powerful men underestimated or outright disliked her.

Read: Martha Stewart must know something we don't

The back half of the film brings the same gender-based analysis to Stewart's infamous 2004 trial, which began with the FBI--led by a young, ambitious James Comey--implicating Stewart in a larger insider-trading scandal. When the agency failed to indict Stewart for illegal trading, it pursued a case against her for lying to the authorities during the investigation. In the end, Stewart served five months in prison after being found guilty of charges including obstruction of justice and conspiracy. Martha presents the case as one more example of the vitriol that Stewart had long endured. To her critics, Stewart's case punctured the veneer of her propriety; even though her prison sentence had nothing to do with her corporation, it suggested an untoward explanation for her lifestyle company's success, one that made Stewart's relentless drive even more unpalatable. "I'm strict and I'm demanding and I'm all those good things that make a successful person," Stewart says in an archival clip from around the time she was sentenced.

A more nuanced view does emerge in the documentary, which later addresses how Stewart changed while serving her sentence. Her time in a West Virginia prison prompted a serious reconsideration of her enterprise--and what kinds of homes it reflected. Stewart encountered incarcerated women who'd faced much harsher realities but also wanted to turn their varied talents into viable business ventures. Hearing the other women's stories and looking over their business plans when they sought her advice made the experience bearable for Stewart--and partially recalibrated her approach to her own work. The homecoming speech she delivered to her staff shortly after being released focused heavily on shifting the why of their work. "I sense in the American public there is a growing need to preserve human connections," Stewart said then, adding that she had come to understand "the need to honor many, many kinds of families."

Nearly a decade after Stewart left prison wearing a poncho crocheted by a fellow inmate, the rise of girlboss feminism popularized a style of brash, demanding leadership that Stewart embodied before her conviction. Girlboss feminism has since fallen out of favor in the corporate world, but today's lifestyle influencers, even those who espouse traditional values, are more emboldened to openly discuss the profit-making motive of their work--especially if they look the part of the doting maternal figure. Where Stewart often succeeded in branding herself as a businesswoman before a mother, many of the most popular homemaking-content creators seem to grasp that their children are the most important emblems of the hyper-feminine fantasy they're putting on display. As my colleague Sophie Gilbert recently wrote in an essay about a new Hulu reality series following TikTok-famous Mormon women, "the Secret Lives stars are notable for how intricately their brands are enmeshed with fertility--not the mundane reality of day-to-day motherhood but the symbolic power of sexual eligibility and maternal authority."
 
 These women's popularity--and, in some cases, their families' economic viability--is inextricably tied to how they perform sacrificial motherhood, a role that Stewart never appeared interested in. But even though the business of domesticity has shifted in the years since Stewart's IPO, her earlier successes unquestionably primed audiences for the advent of homemaking influencers whose approach to their public image differs radically from her own. Stewart laid a foundation for an entire genre of creators who generate income by giving followers a glimpse into their kitchen--not just with her recipes but with her sheer dedication to building a brand and her unwillingness to render her labor invisible. For all the controversies Stewart has weathered, she's always seemed to project authority because she knows what she's doing--and she's always behaved as though everyone would be better off heeding the boss's advice.
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Why Are You Still Cooking With That?

Black plastic spatulas, nonstick pans, and other Thanksgiving cooking worries

by Hanna Rosin




Subscribe here: Apple Podcasts | Spotify | YouTube | Overcast | Pocket Casts

We warned you last month to "Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula." In a recent study conducted about consumer products, researchers concluded kitchen utensils had some of the highest levels of flame retardants, which you do not want anywhere near your hot food. After the article was published, its author received reports, possibly exaggerated, of people in Burlington, Vermont, throwing their black plastic spatulas out en masse. You should too.

That article was just the appetizer. This episode of Radio Atlantic is the entire meal, coming to you in time for Thanksgiving. We talk to its author, staff writer Zoe Schlanger, about every other plastic thing in your kitchen: cutting boards, nonstick pans, plastic wrap, slow cookers, sippy cups. Read it before you cook. And prepare to hassle your plastic-loving hosts. Politely.



The following is a transcript of the episode:

Hanna Rosin: Well, it's Thanksgiving--the day on the American calendar centered most around food, when we gather together to cook for our families and friends. And in this episode, we're going to talk about our kitchens and the things in them that we should maybe be worrying about.

I'm Hanna Rosin. This is Radio Atlantic. And this week, we're here to ruin your Thanksgiving. A little bit. Just kidding. Mostly.

What I'm talking about is an Atlantic story from a few weeks ago that hit a nerve with people.

The headline of that story was, "Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula," and I'm joined in the studio by the author of that story, staff writer Zoe Schlanger, who writes about science and the environment. Hi, Zoe.

Zoe Schlanger: Hi, Hanna.

Rosin: Um, I have a black plastic spatula.

Schlanger: Oh no.

Rosin: I do. I've been using it for so many years that I can't--you know what, Zoe? I have two black plastic spatulas.

Schlanger: Because the first one started melting?

Rosin: (Laughs.) Because the first one just ate into my brain, and I didn't--

Schlanger: It told you to acquire a second.

Rosin: It told me to acquire a second. Exactly.

So, okay. You said the black plastic utensils are "probably leaching chemicals" into our cooking, and I want to understand why. But I will say that your story opened up a whole bunch of worries besides the spatula that I want to run by you, not just for me, but for a lot of my friends. And I'm sure that happened to you as well.

Schlanger: Oh yes.

Rosin: Yeah. Were a lot of people writing you?

Schlanger: Everyone was texting me. Someone texted me that the entire town of Burlington, Vermont, was throwing their spatulas out the window at the same time.

Rosin: (Laughs.) You know what? I absolutely believe that. That's an incredible image. Were people texting you like, What about this? And what about that? And what about this other thing?

Schlanger: Absolutely. There's a lot of discussion about how to tell silicone apart from plastic, whether different color plastic was okay, which, like--spoiler alert--probably not, but black is worse.

Rosin: I feel like what's going to happen on Thanksgiving--sorry, everyone. Happy Thanksgiving. We really do wish you the best and most peaceful Thanksgiving. People are going to be sneaking into--if they're not the cooks, they're going to be sneaking into the kitchen of whoever is cooking and, like, monitoring their kitchen utensils and implements just in case.

Schlanger: I love that.

Rosin: Anyway, it's better than political arguments, so it's not so bad.

Okay, let's start with what you wrote about. Why should I throw out my black plastic spatula? Which by the way, I haven't done. It's only because you're here with me in person in the studio.

Schlanger: So I have to convince you?

Rosin: You have to convince me face-to-face because it sounds like other people you know have thrown theirs out, but I haven't.

Schlanger: So the reason black plastic spatulas are particularly concerning, and I will caveat this by saying you should really throw out any plastic spatula you have of any color, but black plastic has this particularly noxious place in our product stream because it can't be fully recycled.

Recycling plants just ignore black plastic. They can't really see the plastic that's black, because they use optical sensors. So that means, instead of coming from a clean recycling stream, some black plastic products seem to be made out of dubious recycled products, particularly e-waste--electronic waste--often abroad with very little oversight.

And electronics are imbued, often, with flame retardants. So we're talking about, like, the black plastic housing on your computer monitor or your cell phone or your keyboard. Those can all have flame retardants in them to keep them from catching fire. And flame retardants are associated with a huge range of health hazards, from cancer, diabetes, thyroid issues.

And then they may end up remolded into implements that are touching your food, which they were never meant to be part of. And then you use those implements with heat and oil, which are all things that encourage these compounds in the plastic to migrate out of the object. And then you just eat a lot more of those gross things.

Rosin: Wow. That was a lot. I'm going to slow that down, so I understand. Okay, there are so many facts I learned there. I just want to make sure I learned them correctly. Black plastic is probably recycled from electronics?

Schlanger: Right. Not all of it is. Certainly there could be new, pure black plastic that is not coming from recycled e-waste, but there's no way to tell.

Rosin: Now, regular plastic in a recycling facility gets rid of these toxins--is that what happens? Like, it can notice them and get rid of them, but in black plastic it just can't be treated properly?

Schlanger: No, actually. There's lots of toxins in all recycled plastic, but we're mostly just talking about flame retardants here. And in the U.S. and in lots of other places, there are laws against or rules against combining electronic waste with the general-consumer recycling flow. So really, these flame retardants are never supposed to get into your consumer products, but they are.

Rosin: Okay, so that's the black plastic. It can have flame retardants in it. It might come from e-waste. What about gray, white, red--all the other color spatulas? I do have two black ones and one gray one. So what about those?

Schlanger: Why plastic, though? It's just, it's--well, first of all, from a purely utilitarian perspective, plastic's just a terrible thing to use when you're dealing with a hot pan.

I mean, the thing melts. It's just not a very durable product. But plastic of all colors probably has stuff in it that you don't really want interacting with your food. I mean, at the very bottom of this long list is microplastics. If you have a piece of plastic that you're using regularly in the kitchen, it's sloughing off microplastics into your food.

Rosin: No matter what? This is nothing to do with heat. It's just giving off little flakes?

Schlanger: It's, like, use.

Rosin: Dandruff--just like plastic dandruff is coming off.

Schlanger: (Laughs.) Exactly like dandruff. I mean, one thing I also noticed in people's kitchens is how common a plastic cutting board is. And that's just you slicing chunks of plastic into your tomatoes every single time. And I get why people have it. It's easier to make it sanitary, and they wash quite well. But it's just not worth it. You can use anything else.

The other problem with most plastics is that there are other molecules in that material--in that base polymer--that are added there to make the plastic flexible or make it really thin, and those things are broadly called "plasticizers."

They include things you might have heard of, like phthalates, that have also been associated with lots of harmful health outcomes. Basically, there's no good plastic, particularly not in your kitchen.

Rosin: Okay, so no cutting boards. I'm not going to give you "no good plastics" yet. I have to go through it a little slowly. What about storage containers? Like, I have just a million plastic storage containers.

Schlanger: Can you tell me more about them? Are they hard and sturdy, or are they like what you got your takeout in, like, seven months ago, and you're still using them?

Rosin: Both? (Laughs.) Both. I have a couple of these very hard ones with the click-in tops, but then those get lost because those are the most used. So they end up in my kid's backpack, and they end up at school. And so then we just revert to the 3,000 takeout containers that we have sitting around.

I can already see--I already feel bad. Okay. What's coming?

Schlanger: I mean, I get it. It's like, there's so much convenience to this. So typically, my understanding is--one rule of thumb is that harder, sturdier plastic is maybe shedding fewer phthalates than the very flexible ones, but they could be shedding other compounds of concern.

And the thing about containers is that if you're putting something in that container that is fatty--if it has an oil, an animal fat, anything like that--lipids encourage these compounds to migrate out of the plastic and into the food. These plasticizers I was talking about are lipophilic, meaning they easily transfer when in contact with fats. So we're often putting our leftovers in these bins, and, almost always, those have some kind of fat. And then it also depends if you're heating things in that plastic. Heat is something that degrades plastic quite readily.

(Laughs.) I see you smirking and--

Rosin: --I am going to confess something now. This is what I think happens to most of us: We know, and we don't know. So we sort of know what you said, and then it goes into a short-term memory hole.

So what I know and don't know is that my son loves leftovers. He loves leftovers. Like, he'll take it over anything for lunch the next day. Of course he microwaves it. Like, of course he puts it in the takeout container, takes it to school, and then microwaves it. That's like a perfect storm, right?

Schlanger: Yeah. It's not the best. It's great that he is eating leftovers. We don't like food waste either.

Rosin: Right. Right.

Schlanger: Yeah. Microwaving plastic is one of those ones that I just don't do anymore.

So heat degrades plastic. Cold--my understanding is that cold actually makes plastic a bit more chemically stable, at least in the short term. But then, I have seen at least one paper that found that the cycle of heating and freezing, if you use the same container to do both many times, will also enhance degradation and also enhance those plasticizers leaching out.

And that was a study that was looking at, actually, farmers. They put these big plastic tarps over their fields to suppress weeds, and those get heated and frozen over and over again. So I assume you could apply that to consumer plastic goods too. It's all polymers. It's all the same base material, but that was done in farm fields.

Rosin: Interesting. So is where we've landed with plastic, no plastic at all? Or, Use the hardest plastic you can find? Like, what about those very sturdy plastic containers, or are we just going for Pyrex glass?

Schlanger: I have now transitioned entirely to glass in my own kitchen. And I think that that's more of a risk-tolerance thing. We all do things that will slowly kill us, and it's sort of choosing which things those are. I mean, we're bombarded by problematic compounds in every aspect of our life, and you cannot eliminate them all. So if you want to use your sturdy plastic containers to store fat-neutral things, like crackers, that's probably fine.

Rosin: I think what you're saying is that I should send my son to school with his leftovers in a glass Pyrex container.

Schlanger: Yeah. It's heavier, which is a pain, but I'm saying yes, definitely.

Rosin: You're saying yes.

Schlanger: And I don't know how old your kids are, but some of these things matter a lot for children, because one of the big concerns about plastic additives getting into our bodies is that they mimic estrogen and can have endocrine-disrupting properties, meaning they mess with your hormone system.

And for a developing hormone system in a child, that's especially crucial. It's also crucial for pregnant people or people of childbearing age. So there's different moments when it's really critical to avoid this stuff.

Rosin: Okay, so we have to throw out those plastics. We do have to cook, though. We're back preparing the Thanksgiving meal. What is a substitute for the plastic spatula? What kind of spatulas do you have?

Schlanger: I have silicone spatulas--they're great--wooden spatulas, and stainless-steel spatulas.

Rosin: Interesting. I just got my first wooden spatula. My friend's mother, who lives in Norway, gave it to me, and it was made by hand by her neighbor on the farm. And I don't understand why I've never used a wood spatula before. It's fantastic. Like, it's so good.

Schlanger: It's a great material. I think people hate that you can't really put them in the dishwasher, but you just rinse it off. No big deal.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay. So silicone. Is silicone always okay? What is silicone?

Schlanger: Silicone, to my understanding, is made out of a number of things, but notably silica, which is essentially sand, which is the same thing that glass is made out of.

So as far as we know now, silicone is inert. It's considered not reactive with food or with body material, with fat, or anything like that. So I think all signs right now point to silicone being a very good choice. I know that at very high temperatures, I think if you're baking at above 400 or 500 degrees, silicone can emit a gas of some kind that might be a problem, but if you have to bake in something that isn't stainless steel or ceramic or cast iron, that's not the worst thing in the world. I'm pro-silicone for now. I mean, maybe we'll learn something else later.

[Music]

Rosin: When we return, Zoe and I keep going through the kitchen list, from sippy cups to gas stoves.

[Break]

Rosin: All right. So no plastic spatulas. Sort of no plastic storage containers. I asked people on Instagram--I posted your article, and I asked people on Instagram, and I got a lot of questions from people about other things in their kitchen. So can I run them by you?

Schlanger: Please.

Rosin: Okay. No. 1: sippy cups. They're always labeled as BPA-free plastic. I remember that. Even when I had little kids, everything was BPA-free. Does that make a difference?

Schlanger: In a way, it does. BPA was researched intensively. We know it's bad, and so everyone's trying to avoid making things with it. But then what companies went and did was create a bunch of alternatives to BPA, which at least some research finds is not any better than the BPA. The way that chemicals are regulated in this country is: No one has to really prove they're safe before they go in the market.

And so we have a trickle of information coming out that suggests that the replacements aren't any better. I would say no to plastic sippy cups.

Rosin: Whoa. Whoa. You said it, though. Okay. Just to be very accurate about this, you said "a trickle of information."

So there was a kind of panic about BPA. People created replacements for BPA. But we just don't know yet if they're better, and the early signs are that they may not be. Is that a fair summary?

Schlanger: Exactly. There was this moment in, like, 2015, 2016 when there was a smattering of studies coming out highlighting the BPA replacements and looking at their potential toxicity and finding that they might just be as endocrine disrupting as BPA was. So the thing with BPA is that it mimics estrogen in the body, which is not something you want to keep adding through your diet.

And it's associated with all kinds of issues--thyroid issues, fertility issues. And researchers on these few studies I saw back then found that the replacements were as estrogenic or more so.

Rosin: Wow. Okay. I really want to Google, What is a safe sippy cup? But instead, I'm going to ask you. Do you know what a safe sippy cup is?

Schlanger: I was actually talking to this pediatrician about this for a story, and she was talking about how the rest of the world gives their kids things in stainless-steel containers. Like, it's just, you know--you don't have plastic plates for kids. You just have stainless-steel ones that they can throw on the floor.

And I know they make stainless-steel ones with, like, the silicone sippy tops and stuff for kids now.

Rosin: It's interesting. I think we think of stainless steel as something--like metallic. There's something that we resist about stainless steel, like it's going to taste different or something. But you're saying it's safer.

Schlanger: Oh yeah.

Rosin: Yeah. Okay. "Oh yeah," you say. That means it's definitely safer. (Laughs.)

Okay. Another one that people ask me a lot about--a lot, actually--were the black plastic lids on coffee cups.

Schlanger: This just occurred to me recently. I mean, yeah. Presumably, if it's black plastic, there is a chance it came from that material stream of recycled e-waste. And the last thing you want is scalding hot, foamy, creamy coffee passing through a little black plastic hole into your mouth. It's not ideal. So I actually just got coffee right before this and did not take a lid.

Rosin: Yes, this is absolutely true: Someone sent me that request on Instagram--Please ask Zoe about black plastic coffee lids--almost at the instant that the barista in the place that I was put the black plastic coffee lid on top of my coffee, and I had the same reaction you did. I was like: Of course! And just flipped it right off again.

Schlanger: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Oh boy. Okay. So No. 2 on Instagram that people asked a ton about--I bet you can guess: nonstick cookware.

Schlanger: Mm-hmm.

Rosin: So many questions about nonstick cookware. Are there different kinds? Do I throw it out the second it has a scratch on it? Like: What do I do about nonstick cookware?

I think there's a whole bunch of sort of short-term memory-hole feelings about it. Like, Ah, I kind of read this thing. But then, I like my pan, so I forgot about it. 

Schlanger: Yeah. So I'd start by saying that the issue with nonstick--Teflon is one brand name for this, but there's a bunch of them--nonstick pans are coated in a class of chemicals called PFAS. And these are also coating things like our raincoats, our hiking boots. Just anything that is nonstick is basically made out of these compounds that we've now found are very bad for our health in high concentrations.

So the people who are really affected by this are the ones living near a plant that made PFAS, and now their water supply has been contaminated for 30 years, or people who live near an Army base where they are using a lot of firefighting foam, which is full of PFAS. But then you zoom in on people using individual products, and it becomes a little hazier.

We do know that the PFAS in your pan becomes unstable at high temperatures. So there's lots of warnings on these things that you're not really supposed to use them to cook at, you know, temperatures higher than 400 or 500 degrees.

But who doesn't accidentally leave their pan on the stove sometimes and scorch it, and then it smells terrible? You're breathing in fumes from PFAS, most likely. You mentioned scratched coatings. It's super easy to scratch. Actually, the No. 1 response to the "Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula"--when I was like, Just get stainless-steel ones--people were like, But it'll scratch my nonstick pan. And just, my response to that is: Throw out your nonstick pan.

But we can't necessarily ask everyone to do that. I get that. It's so convenient to make an egg in a nonstick pan. I haven't done it in years, but I hear it's great.

Rosin: (Laughs.) That was amazing, Zoe. That was a great judge-but-not-judge.

Schlanger: (Laughs.) I don't mean to sound judgy, but honestly, cast iron is just so much better.

Rosin: I've recently come to that conclusion. I noticed that my first reach for everything, including an egg these days, is my cast-iron skillet. So I'm like, Why don't I just get a few more of those and call it a day, you know?

Schlanger: Yeah.

Rosin: So you do not use nonstick pans?

Schlanger: So I grew up in a house with a parrot when I was young, and bird owners know that cooking with nonstick pans could result in the death of your bird, so I just grew up not having them around.

Rosin: Why?

Schlanger: I think it's because the gas volatilizes. PFAS, the nonstick compound, its fumes get in the air, and birds are much more sensitive than humans, like all small animals.

Rosin: This is a literal canary in a coal mine.

Schlanger: Yeah, it's kind of like that.

Rosin: I feel like that image, more than anything you're gonna say, is gonna convince people: If they had a bird, that bird would be dead. So these are real.

Schlanger: I mean, yeah. I feel like it's the kind of thing with, like, dogs and chocolates. Like, they won't die every time. But there was a chance, so we didn't have it in the house. But there was never a discussion about it being bad for human health. It was just like, No, you have a pet bird. You can't have nonstick.

Rosin: Wow. Okay. So no nonstick pans. Another one that came up, and this is specifically related to Thanksgiving: marinating things in plastic. Like, it is something that people do. It's something that people do on Thanksgiving. Is that a problem?

Schlanger: I wouldn't do it. My understanding is that--I was thinking about, like, sous vide bags too, you know?

Rosin: Yeah, like brining turkeys or sous vide bags. There's a whole bunch of ways that meat and plastic have to do with each other.

Schlanger: It would violate my personal rule about, like, putting fatty things next to plastic, because I just know the chemistry of that means it encourages migration of compounds out of the plastic and into your food.

But my understanding is that the bags specifically designed for this are considered food grade and often can be labeled "phthalate-free" now. So there is knowledge about this in the consumer market enough for companies to make things that are less harmful. That's not to say they're not potentially problematic.

I mean, the way I think about this is: Everything could affect you negatively a little bit. And we are so bombarded by problematic things in our everyday life getting into our bodies, and you just want to lower your dose. So it's kind of choosing how to lower your dose.

It's not that your turkey bag is going to kill you. It's that you're just adding a little extra, and you don't need to.

Rosin: Right. So if you needed to brine something, and you put it in, say, a glass bowl with plastic wrap on it, is it just that--oh God.

Schlanger: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Okay, so no to that, just because the plastic wrap would touch it. So in fact, you should just use tinfoil, is what you're saying.

Schlanger: Mm-hmm. Or you just put a plate over it. Like, you don't even need all this stuff. You know, plastic wrap's gone through all these iterations. It used to be made out of much more harmful stuff, and then they eliminated some of it. I just avoid it.

Rosin: Really? You have no plastic wrap?

Schlanger: No.

Rosin: So you're making a cake. What do you put over it? You just put a cake topper?

Schlanger: A bowl.

Rosin: You put a bowl or a cake topper? Okay. I'm trying to think of any other use I have for plastic wrap, particularly on Thanksgiving.

Schlanger: I wrap--you know, you get cheese, and you have to wrap it in something, so it doesn't go bad immediately. I have--this is going to make me sound so crunchy--but I have those beeswax wraps. It's like cloth waxed in beeswax, and that's what people--people used to just use wax paper for everything. You can just do that.

Rosin: And you can reuse that, so that's good. Okay.

I'm already imagining some of the people listening to this podcast walking into the kitchen of their parents and friends and causing all kinds of trouble. And this one is real trouble, but I'm going to ask you anyway, because a couple of people asked me about it: natural-gas stove.

So like, hassling your friends or parents about their natural-gas stove would be, like, a really, really low move. But I'm going to ask you anyway. There's just so much talk about this. It was a big deal, like, a year ago. What about it?

Schlanger: So we know it's not great to be in a home with a natural-gas stove. We know that it is associated with higher rates of child asthma, just breathing problems in general. You're inhaling things like benzene. That said, many people have them. I have one. I'm a renter in New York. There's no way I'm not going to have a gas stove. I can't ask my landlord to buy a beautiful induction stove for me.

But one thing that makes a big difference is using your overhead vent, just gently turning on your family's overhead vent while they're cooking can actually take a lot of the problematic compounds out of the air.

Rosin: Oh really?

Schlanger: Yeah.

Rosin: Okay.

Schlanger: It's not totally a fail-safe. It doesn't get it all out. It would be nice if we all had induction stoves. But I also get, it does sometimes feel good to cook over fire.

Rosin: Yeah. One day I will make the transition, but I'm so used to seeing the fire. But I understand.

Schlanger: I will say that that is a really elaborate PR job by the natural-gas industry too. Do you remember this? There was this moment when they were, like, hiring Instagram influencers to promote gas stoves and things like that.

Rosin: Because it's one of those things that seems good and natural but is the exact opposite. Like, it looks like the thing that you should be cooking things on, but in fact, it's the unnatural option.

Schlanger: Exactly.

Rosin: Yeah, that was pretty good. Okay. So what else are we missing for Thanksgiving that we don't know about? One just came to me: parchment paper. I bake a lot with parchment paper.

Schlanger: As do I. And I only recently learned that some parchment paper is coated in PFAS. That's what makes it nonstick. So you actually want to check. And I recently got parchment paper that's coated in silicone instead and is nice and nonstick because of that, and it doesn't cost any more.

Rosin: Oh really? You have to look online and see what it's coated with. Interesting.

Anything else we've forgotten about the Thanksgiving dinner? Let's just do a tour. So you walk into an average kitchen. There are containers with plastic wrap on them. We've already covered that. There are things that have been cooked with nonstick pans. We've already covered that. There are deadly spatulas. We've covered that. (Laughs.)

Schlanger: (Laughs.)

Rosin: Anything else that we are forgetting for a typical Thanksgiving meal that could kill you?

Schlanger: Right. None of this is going to kill you, but I recently went down the rabbit hole of trying to buy a slow cooker and pressure cooker, and I really wanted to get an Instant Pot. And then I went online and looked at their disclosures on the website, and it turns out those can contain PFAS. I was really surprised by that because the basin of an Instant Pot is just a stainless-steel bowl, but my assumption is there's something in the lid that is in the food-contact surface that is also PFAS.

So just basically, many, many other kitchen appliances are coated in a nonstick layer of PFAS. I also tried to buy a toaster oven, like, for the counter, so I wouldn't have to turn on my gas oven every single time I wanted to bake something, and a lot of those--the entire interior is just coated in PFAS.

Rosin: Interesting. So how do you figure--so your rule is: Very much limit plastics to almost no plastics, and definitely no PFAS.

Schlanger: Yeah.

Rosin: And how do you know if something has PFAS? Like, I wouldn't have guessed about an Instant Pot, which I do have, or about a toaster oven, which I don't have. But I wouldn't have guessed about either of those.

Schlanger: They put it on their website. If you look in, like, the Materials and Care section of most of these things, it'll let you know.

Rosin: Okay. So maybe now that we have--would you say, is there any way to say that we haven't ruined people's Thanksgivings? Like, no. We've made them less stress-free? Possible? Depends when they listen to this?

Schlanger: Well, it's so important to remember: Stress is also a major health hazard, so I don't want anyone to get super stressed out about this or blow it out of proportion. You're not going to die because of any of this, but you are just accumulating things you don't need in your body.

Rosin: Your kitchen is just slightly less stress for you. Like, you look around your kitchen, and because you're attuned to microplastics, you just don't see them everywhere. So in fact, for you, it's less stress.

Schlanger: Yeah. I walk around all day. There's so many inputs to my body I can't control. But at least I can control the ones in my kitchen.

Rosin: Right. Your kitchen is a little sphere of control. I actually really like that idea.

Now, I'm having a Friendsgiving this year, and I am now actually gonna drive to my friend's house who does most of the cooking and "evacuate" the dangerous utensils from his kitchen.

Schlanger: (Laughs.) I hope he thanks you and doesn't get really pissed off. That could go either way.

Rosin: (Laughs.) As I fling away all his spatulas.

Schlanger: Are you going to bring him replacements?

Rosin: I guess you're right. If I throw away all his spatulas, before I do that, I have to bring him silicone replacements for sure.

Schlanger: That seems only reasonable. I will say, you know, on other Thanksgivings, my two sides of my family have very different ideas about all this. So there is, like, one home I'd go into where basically everything is, you know, natural products and the other side where everything would be microwaved in plastic.

Rosin: Wow. So how do you handle that situation?

Schlanger: You just mostly have to live and let live. It's like, also, you know, if I'm their daughter, and they're not reading my articles, there's not much I'm going to do, you know?

Rosin: (Laughs.) Right. I didn't realize that was your actual parents. That's funny. Yeah, I suppose the last thing we should do is give advice to people who walk into a kitchen, and everything has been, you know, baked in the microwave in plastic containers.

Schlanger: You just eat that meal, and go back to your own kitchen, and think about your own choices. I mean, okay, this is all to say: You eat in restaurants all the time. Restaurants are using plastic constantly. It's really just like, you lower your own dose when you can.

Rosin: Yes. I think that's what it comes down to. It's not about policing everybody's plastics and everything you put in your body. It's about controlling what you can. And your own tiny or big or however size your kitchen is, that is a sphere you can control, so you might as well do that. And that's a lovely thing. And everything outside of that, don't worry about it.

Schlanger: I think so. I think that's the moral here.

Rosin: Okay. Excellent. Thank you, Zoe.

Schlanger: Thank you.

Rosin: Happy Thanksgiving.

Schlanger: Happy Thanksgiving.

Rosin: This episode of Radio Atlantic was produced by Kevin Townsend. It was edited by Claudine Ebeid, fact-checked by Will Gordon, and engineered by Rob Smierciak. Claudine Ebeid is the executive producer of Atlantic audio, and Andrea Valdez is our managing editor. I'm Hanna Rosin.

Happy Thanksgiving. Enjoy the turkey. Enjoy the mashed potatoes. Enjoy the stuffing. And enjoy all the plastic you're eating.
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Three Ways to Handle an Awkward Thanksgiving

Even if you're sitting down with a boorish uncle or a snippy cousin, you can do things to make the occasion a happy one.

by Arthur C. Brooks




Want to stay current with Arthur's writing? Sign up to get an email every time a new column comes out.

By the time I was 19 years old, I had quit college and was working a job thousands of miles from my family. With no money, my first Thanksgiving away from home promised to be a lonely one--until a local couple invited me to spend the holiday at their house with their extended family. They warned me, however, that this gathering would also include a ne'er-do-well cousin named Jeffrey. No one saw him the rest of the year, but he always came to Thanksgiving dinner and stirred up trouble with his controversial political opinions. Not having a dog in their fight--and, sentimentally, having a brother with the same name whom I missed a great deal--I accepted the invitation without reservation.

Sure enough, Jeffrey came ready to rumble. Provocative comments from the get-go led to disagreement and annoyance, and then to personal recrimination, shouting, and even angry tears by the end.

Your Thanksgiving probably won't be that adversarial, but you might be feeling some apprehension if, as is so commonly the case, you have relatives and loved ones with whom you differ politically. A day set aside for us to count our blessings can easily be a tense ordeal, especially at a time of intense polarization in this country. Most likely, you would prefer to avoid a bitter argument. Besides the damage that can do to relationships, you might also have noticed that even if you're well-informed and can squash someone with facts, you still don't "win." As the English poet Samuel Butler wrote in 1678, "He that complies against his will, / is of his own opinion still."

Equally, you might come off a sharp exchange frustrated, feeling that you "lost." An apt French expression--l'esprit de l'escalier, or "staircase wit"--captures the regret of realizing too late the smart, cutting thing you should have said at the time. But if you do find yourself wishing you had a better way of replying when you hear something you disagree with, you have another option: a response that doesn't insult or harm, preserves your relations with a loved one, and has a prayer of having some effect on your interlocutor's thinking. And social scientists might have just the key to what you're looking for.

Read: How Lincoln turned regional holidays into national celebrations

To avoid an ugly confrontation, knowing how arguments start and then escalate is important. They generally follow a fairly simple formula. Each side makes a claim, followed by some statement of evidence. So, for example, someone at dinner might say, "Donald Trump was a great president [claim]. The economy was excellent under his leadership [evidence]." Your immediate response might be: "I disagree [claim]. We've had more economic growth under Joe Biden [evidence]." Although the claims on one side or both might be ill-founded and the evidence flimsy, this simple exchange seems harmless enough, and certainly shouldn't spoil dinner. Yet it can still initiate a complex neurological response that is not only unproductive but actually destructive.

To begin with, as scientists showed in a series of experiments in 2021, when people disagree about politics, their brain reacts very differently from the way that it does when the people agree. People in agreement experience what is known as neural coupling, in which their brains mimic one another; this makes social harmony possible. But that occurs to a lesser extent when people disagree. The parts of the brain most active during a disagreement are those used not for social interaction but for high cognitive function. In other words, disagreements are perceived as a problem to solve, rather than as a pleasant conversation.

Next, your brain when disagreeing immediately begins to lose its ability to assess the strength of your opponent's argument relative to your own. As scholars demonstrated in a 2020 article in Nature Neuroscience, when you hear an opinion that diverges from yours, your posterior medial prefrontal cortex, which is a part of your brain responsible for discriminating between strong and weak arguments, displays a reduced level of sensitivity. In other words, you're smart when making your own argument, but instantly dumber when you hear your opponent's.

If, at this point, the argument escalates, you are likely to experience emotional flooding, in which the amygdala hijacks your powers of reasoning with anger--about what an ignorant jackass your relative is. You may now assume that no area of agreement can exist between you, a belief that in experiments is associated with the escalation of conflicts. This is when "winning" an argument seems supremely important to you, much more so than harmony at your Thanksgiving dinner. You will now find yourself emotionally disconnected from your relative, and vice versa, each of you saying things that ruin the dinner and perhaps your relationship.

Arthur C. Brooks: How to be thankful when you don't feel thankful

In the scenario described at the beginning, I witnessed a case study of the neurobiological algorithm. Days after the row, however, when everyone was in a cooler hedonic state, the couple who'd invited me reflected on the altercation. "You know, I don't even really care what Jeffrey thinks," remarked one of them. "But for some reason, I always take the bait." This candid admission holds the key to a better Thanksgiving, if you expect a Jeffrey at your table.

1. Do a cost-benefit analysis in advance.
 My friends recognized that the actual benefits of disputing with Jeffrey were nil--Who cares what he thinks?--but that the costs of an argument had been steep. Unfortunately, they did that analysis after the fact, as a postmortem tinged with regret. You can arrive at this wisdom beforehand by walking through two scenarios. In the first, you can have a meltdown, say a bunch of bitter things to show your Jeffrey how wrong he is, and then regret having lost your cool. In the second, you can incur a minor cost by disregarding Jeffrey's objectionable opinions, move the conversation toward more pleasant topics, and then realize a substantial benefit. Go into dinner with this choice of scenarios in mind, and you will enjoy much better odds of rejecting the bait.

2. Be a social scientist.
 I have conducted many studies of human behavior over the years. Never once have I been tempted to fill out one of my own surveys or participate in any of my experiments, because that would ruin the data and I wouldn't learn anything. My objective as a researcher is to watch, listen, and learn. This also happens to be a useful mindset as you walk into Thanksgiving dinner. Now that you have read a brief social-scientific analysis of how arguments operate, think of your gathering as an opportunity to observe this fascinating phenomenon. Don't contaminate the data by joining in an argument yourself; watch, listen, and learn. Not only will this practice save you a lot of grief, but the research also shows that when you are looking for mutual resolution of a dispute with someone, you can reduce the physiological hyperarousal you'd otherwise experience in the confrontation. The attitude of observation that you adopt might just calm others down too.

3. Don't forget to be thankful.
 My Harvard colleague Jennifer Lerner studies the effects of induced emotions on behavior--finding, for example, that sadness encourages smoking. In a recent study, she and her co-authors showed that induced gratitude--in common parlance, counting one's blessings--made people in the study less likely to engage in risky acts. This made me wonder whether inducing gratitude might also reduce such destructive behavior as starting a fight at the Thanksgiving table. As Lerner confirmed in an email, her research has found that gratitude does in fact change how we perceive the world, and that one effect can be to make us more patient; that could include making us more tolerant, she posited, when we gather with family.

From the January/February 2004 issue: The angry American

You may be thinking that I haven't offered the most obvious advice of all: Just don't invite Jeffrey. You'll have to decide for yourself whether excluding him from Thanksgiving is the right course of action--and that will involve weighing the strength of family ties against excluding a relative for being difficult or having what you consider to be obnoxious views.

But if what's guiding your decision making is long experience of conflict at past Thanksgivings, you may perhaps need to consider an uncomfortable question: Is it possible that you are the combative, argumentative person in the situation? If the honest answer is that perhaps, yes, you have contributed to previous family rows, you can make a resolution: Don't be a Jeffrey.
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The Most Controversial Game on the Internet

Wyna Liu, the editor of the <em>New York Times</em> game <em>Connections</em>, discusses her process and the particular ire her puzzles inspire.

by Elaine Godfrey




One morning earlier this month, I slammed my laptop shut. I was four cups of coffee deep and full of rage. My hands shook, and my vision blurred. It wasn't politics, my usual subject matter, that had sent me spiraling.

It was Wyna Liu.

Liu is the New York Times editor who makes Connections, the online puzzle that is both the blessing and the bane of my mornings--and the days of millions of other people who regularly spend time tangling with Liu's creation. Connections, which was released in 2023 by the Times' Games team, is the second-most-popular Times game after Wordle. The puzzle is all about identifying words that share a common thread, which can be very satisfying. Often, though, that common thread is so thin as to be invisible. Imagine a jigsaw puzzle made of riddles. Think crossword, but evil.

One recent board--which is how Liu refers to an individual puzzle--contained the words eventually, later, next, and soon, which could be filed together under the category "At Some Future Point." Fine, good, easy enough. But in the same puzzle, another category-- "What the Outstretched Index and Middle Fingers Can Represent"--included the words peace, scissors, two, and victory. Woof. In just the past few weeks, Connections players have faced such baffling categories as "Words That Seem Longer Written Than Spoken"; "Church of England Wedding Vow Verbs"; and "Starts of Pasta Names." Yet we soldier on.

Most mornings, I can solve Connections eventually. But roughly once a week, I find myself stuck, unable to decipher Liu's secret code. She becomes my enemy. And I am not alone. People are simultaneously addicted to Liu's game and perpetually angry with her. Online, it is fashionable to be extremely dramatic about this. "Connections deserves the death penalty," one X user posted in October. "Unfortunately I believe the person in charge of nyt connections is suffering from that stage of syphilis where it starts eating your brain :/" another wrote. Once, after being stumped by Liu's daily puzzle, the Saturday Night Live comedian Bowen Yang drove by the Times office building in Manhattan, flipped it off, and posted a picture on Instagram.

All of this inspired me to reach out to Liu. I wanted to ask the puzzlemaker my most pressing Connections questions. Namely, who does she think she is? But also: Does she know that her game has us all in a chokehold? Does she hear our rage? The short answer is yes, Liu knows. And she relishes it. (On Monday, Liu's puzzle contained a sneaky reference to Yang.)

This conversation has been lightly edited for clarity.

Elaine Godfrey: So, Wyna. How did you start making Connections? Is there a puzzle school you graduated from?

Wyna Liu: I came into puzzles through crosswords. I started just avidly solving them maybe 15 years ago, and I got very into it. Then I started going to tournaments. I'm not a good solver. I compete in the loosest sense of the word, but that's where you meet the people who make and edit the puzzles. The cool thing about puzzles is that there's not a straightforward trajectory to it--there's no puzzle school. You just get to it by being a fan.

I joined the Times in 2020 as a crossword editor. Connections was pitched during a Game Jam, which is this annual event where people on the Games team get together and pitch ideas. It was pitched by a couple of my colleagues--one is an engineer, and one's in audience research. The green-light committee decided that they wanted to try it as a public beta for 60 days. They needed to assign an editor to write the daily boards, and I was the only editor that didn't have a game. I got really lucky.

Godfrey: Tell me how you make a Connections board.

Liu: There's a lot of free association, a lot of Google. I keep a notebook, and notes in my Notes app. I make the game in Google Sheets so you can click and drag the words around. You just kind of start to riff off of them. Okay, what could this mean? What could that mean? You just start word-cloud thinking about different meanings of the same word. Maybe there's three or four different options for what the word bow could mean. Bow could be something you tie, a bow could be part of a violin, a bow could be part of a ship, or it could be a bow, a gesture of respect.

So you spin off a couple of categories, and then it's a lot of massaging together. It's a lot of trial and error for me, dead ends. When it does come together, it feels very satisfying.

Read: What do crossword puzzles really test?

Godfrey: If I asked you to make a board right now, how long would it take?

Liu: It would be a super boring call. [Laughs.] On average, it takes maybe two and a half hours. At this point, I have a lot more experience doing it, so I feel more comfortable. Sometimes I really want to have a board where all the words are movie titles, or all the words begin with the same letter. That might take a little bit longer.

Godfrey: Do you make a bunch of them and then bank them for later?

Liu: Yeah, I will make a batch of seven boards a week, and I'll deliver them to my editor, Joel Fagliano, who makes the Mini crossword, and is the lead editor on our team. He'll test them, give me his notes, I will make any changes if necessary, and then send them off to our testing panel. So I am submitting boards that will be published in about a month.

Godfrey: A testing panel! How does that work?

Liu: We have some internal testers who work for the Times, and some of the people who participated in the Times' Crosswords fellowship program are testers. They get a form every week with the boards that asks questions like "On a scale from one to five, how hard was this puzzle? Did the color difficulty match with your experience? Any flags or alternate solutions?"

I find that difficulty can be subjective. Sometimes everyone's going to be like,This was a four out of five; it was really hard. But sometimes a board will get the whole range of scores.

Godfrey: There are four colors for the boards: purple, blue, green, and yellow. They correspond to levels of difficulty, right? How do you determine those?

Liu: Purple is the wordplay category. The four words in that group are not defined by their literal meanings. It's words that end with ___ or homophones or something. Blue is trivia that is maybe a bit more specialized, not just definitions. Maybe it's all movies or certain bands. Sometimes that's the hardest one. Yellow and green are other category types: They might be four things you bring to the beach, or sometimes they're all synonyms for the same word. I would say that yellow is the most straightforward.

At first, I thought, Could we have fake cards that don't belong in any category? I had all these ideas I proposed. I made these other test boards. But I think the original designers were right. I like the game as it is.

Godfrey: Oh God, if there were red-herring words ... I'd never get it done. I've been reading the subreddit for Connections. Some users say they do it all in their head first and then start solving, because that way, you can rule out being tricked by some other category. I can't do that; my brain doesn't work that way. But is there a way you're supposed to do Connections?

Liu: No! It's very cool that there's a sort of meta game element where people have different constraints that they put on themselves, different ways they like to do it. I love hearing that. The game works best when it's just solved your own way. People sometimes ask, Can I look stuff up? Is that cheating? And I'm like, yeah, look stuff up! Why not? Anything that helps you enjoy the experience of the game is not only fair, but good. The game should be in service of the solver.

Godfrey: People have such strong reactions to this game. Did you expect that?

Liu: The whole thing was a surprise. It was exciting that people really like talking about the game. Puzzles are cool in that people are very passionate about them, but they're also low-stakes. It's fun to be mad. I love being mad at stuff, so I get it.

My parents are older and extremely offline. So once, when they were like, Your cousins are talking about it!, that was meaningful.

Read: Please don't ask me to play your board game

Godfrey: I know people who get so mad at this game. Some of my colleagues wanted to know if you have some sort of quota for fill-in-the-blank categories, because they would really like you to stop doing them.

Liu: Well, to your colleagues, I'm sorry. [Laughs.] But yeah, I've definitely heard some feelings about some of the weirder categories. That's fair.

Godfrey: Did you see that Bowen Yang flipped off the New York Times building once because he was so mad at your puzzle?

Liu: What an honor. I love that. It's amazing, and he's amazing.

Godfrey: Do you get Connections hate mail?

Liu: Most of the discourse is people saying stuff like, Who do you think you are? And You'll pay for this! That's all great. I take it in the spirit that it was meant. I remember seeing one video online that was captioned "The Connections Writers room," and it was someone just taking shots and presenting ideas. [Laughs.] I don't drink! There have certainly been times where the intention is to be hurtful. I try to not take it too personally.

Godfrey: What other games do you like?

Liu: This is a little embarrassing, but I'm not good at games. Anything that involves strategy in any way, anything where there's a randomness element, where you roll a dice, or a card game where it's the luck of the draw--you don't know what you're gonna draw, and then you have to make decisions--to me, that is the most baffling thing. I just don't understand how to do it.

But I love Codenames. Even though it's competitive, it has this collaborative spirit. I love party games like Fishbowl. Sudoku--I feel like I was 15 years too late, but it feels like a very peaceful state for my brain. I love word puzzles, but I interact with them so much for work, it's nice to have something else. Cryptic crosswords are really fun.

Godfrey: Do you ever think, Okay, I actually don't want to do any more wordplay?

Liu: [Laughs.] I have a standing call to solve a cryptic crossword with my friend on the West Coast. That's very fun. But yeah, usually my way to unwind is to watch horror movies. I'lI go to crossword tournaments, but I do save a lot of my puzzling for special occasions. I don't want to burn out on puzzles.
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Moderation Is Not the Same Thing as Surrender

Democrats do not, in fact, face a choice between championing trans rights and completely abandoning them.

by Jonathan Chait




Before this month's elections, when Democratic candidates were being attacked for letting transgender athletes compete in girls' sports, trans-rights activists and their allies had a confident answer: They had nothing to fear, because anti-trans themes were a consistent loser for Republicans. That position became impossible to maintain after the elections, when detailed research showed that the issue had done tremendous damage to Kamala Harris and other Democrats. In fact, the third-most-common reason swing voters and late deciders in one survey gave for opposing Harris was that she "is focused more on cultural issues like transgender issues rather than helping the middle class," an impression these voters no doubt got from endless ads showing her endorsing free gender-transition surgery for prisoners and detained migrants.

Now some of the very people who pushed Democrats into adopting these politically toxic positions have shifted to a new line: Abandoning any element of the trans-rights agenda would be morally unthinkable. "To suggest we should yield even a little to Mr. Trump's odious politics, to suggest we should compromise on the rights of trans people," wrote the New York Times columnist Roxane Gay, would be "shameful and cowardly." Asked whether his party should rethink its positions on transgender issues, Senator Tim Kaine said, "Democrats should get on board the hate train? We ain't gonna do it." The writer Jill Filipovic recently argued that Democrats must refuse "to chase the median voter if that voter has some really bad, dangerous, or hateful ideas."

Refusing to accommodate the electorate is a legitimate choice when politicians believe they are defending a principle so foundational that defeat is preferable to compromise. But in this case, the no-compromise stance is premised on a fundamental misunderstanding of the options on the table. Democrats do not, in fact, face a choice between championing trans rights and abandoning them. They can and should continue to defend trans people against major moral, legal, and cultural threats. All they need to do to reduce their political exposure is repudiate the movement's marginal and intellectually shaky demands.

Read: The Democrats need an honest conversation on gender identity

The major questions about trans rights are: Do some people have the chance to live a happier and more fulfilling life in a different gender identity than the one to which they were born? Do some of these people need access to medical services to facilitate their transition? Do they deserve to be treated with respect and addressed by their chosen names and pronouns? Do they deserve equal protections from discrimination in employment, housing, and military service? Must society afford them access to public accommodations so as not to assault their dignity?

I believe the moral answer to all of these questions is a clear yes. The evidence also suggests that this is a relatively safe position for politicians to take. Americans broadly support individual choice, and trans rights fit comfortably within that framework. Sarah McBride, the incoming first transgender member of Congress, faced down bullying by her new Republican colleagues--an example of how Democrats can defend the dignity of trans people without allowing themselves to be depicted as extremists. The Trump administration is reportedly planning to kick transgender people out of the military, a move that only 30 percent of the public supports, according to a February YouGov poll. If Trump follows through, this fight would give Democrats the chance to highlight the pure cruelty of the Republican stance.

Democrats mainly ran into trouble because they either supported or refused to condemn a few highly unpopular positions: allowing athletes who transitioned from male to female to participate in high-level female sports, where they often enjoy clear physical advantages; allowing adolescent and preadolescent children to medically transition without adequate diagnosis; and providing state-funded sex-change surgery for prisoners and detainees. The first two issues poll horribly; the last has not been polled, but you can infer its lack of support from the Harris campaign's insistence on changing the subject even in the face of relentless criticism.

I think there's a strong case to be made for the Democrats adjusting the first two of these stances on substantive grounds. But even if you disagree with that, as many activists do, there remains an almost unassailable political case for reversing course. Why not stick to what I'd argue are the clearest, most important cases where trans rights must be protected, while letting go of a handful of hard-to-defend edge cases that are hurting Democrats at the polls--yielding policy outcomes that work to the detriment of trans people themselves? The answer is that much of the trans-rights activist community and its most vocal allies have come to believe that the entire package of trans-rights positions is a single, take-it-or-leave-it bloc. That mistaken conviction underlies the insistence that compromise is impossible, and that the only alternative to unquestioning support is complete surrender.

This maneuver is common among political movements of all stripes. Consider how, say, Israel hawks routinely define being "pro-Israel" as not only supporting the existence of a Jewish state but also withholding any criticism of Israel's military operations or settlement expansion. Once you have defined acceptance of your entire program as a moral test, it becomes easy to dismiss all opposition as bigotry--hence the disturbing ease with which many Israel hawks routinely smear even measured criticism of Israel as anti-Semitic.

Examples of this dynamic are easy to find. Gun-rights advocates will denounce even the mildest firearms restriction as gun-grabbing and a rejection of the Second Amendment; some climate activists have extended the term climate denier from those who deny the science of climate change to anybody who rejects any element of their preferred remedy.

Helen Lewis: The worst argument for youth transition

Trans-rights activists have made especially extensive use of this tactic, frequently accusing anyone who dissents from any element of their agenda as transphobic. Quashing internal disagreements is a necessary step toward casting all dissent as pure bigotry. "A lot of LGBTQ leaders and advocates didn't want to say they had concerns because they worried about dividing their movement," the New York Times reporter Jeremy Peters noted.

Perhaps the nadir of this campaign occurred last year, when a group of Times contributors and staffers published an error-riddled letter attacking the paper. The letter accused the Times of "follow[ing] the lead of far-right hate groups" with its reporting on the debate among youth-gender-care practitioners about the efficacy of providing puberty blockers and cross-sex hormones to children. It effectively transmitted the message that calling into question any position maintained by trans-rights activists would create a reputational cost for anybody working not just in journalism but in other industries, too--particularly people in Democratic politics and other nonconservative elite fields. The hothouse dynamic no doubt contributed to Democrats' inability to form reality-based assessments of their positioning on the issue.

A few days after the election, Democratic Representative Seth Moulton told the Times, "I have two little girls. I don't want them getting run over on a playing field by a male or formerly male athlete." This sparked a furious backlash. Kyle Davis, a Democratic official in Moulton's home city of Salem, called on Moulton to resign. "We're certainly rejecting the narrative that trans people are to be scapegoated or fear-mongered against," he told reporters. Moulton has supported the Equality Act and the Transgender Bill of Rights, both of which would extend broad anti-discrimination protections to trans people. He has explained that he favors "evidence-based, sport-by-sport policies," rather than the sweeping bans favored by Republicans. But Moulton's general support for trans rights makes his heresy on female sports more, not less, threatening to the left.

The MSNBC columnist Katelyn Burns argues that placing any limits on female sports participation means denying trans women all their other rights. "If trans girls are really boys when they're playing sports ... then trans women should be considered men in all contexts," she wrote in October. That simple equation collapses under a moment's scrutiny. Female sports is one of the rare cases in which the broadly correct principle of allowing trans people to set the terms of their own identity can meaningfully inhibit the rights of others. One can easily defend Lia Thomas's right to be addressed as a woman and allowed access to women's bathrooms without supporting her participation on a women's college swim team.

In place of careful reasoning, advocates of the maximal position frequently resort to sweeping moralistic rhetoric. Innumerable columns after this month's elections have chastised moderates for "throwing trans people under the bus."

Arguing in this spirit, the New York Times columnist M. Gessen worries that trans people will be outright "abandoned" by the Democratic Party, and insists that Democrats cannot separate trans rights from other social issues, in part because Republicans see them all as linked. "On the right, all fears are interconnected, as are all dreams: Replacement theory lives right next to the fear of trans 'contagion,' and the promise of mass deportation is entwined with the vision of an America free of immigrants and people who breach the gender binary."

Helen Lewis: The only way out of the child-gender culture war

As they refine their position profile, Democrats should obviously continue to listen to trans people themselves about their priorities. Those priorities are not always uniform, however, nor are they perfectly represented by the activist organizations speaking on their behalf. Dr. Erica Anderson, a trans woman and the former president of the United States Professional Association for Transgender Health, has criticized rapid medicalization of gender-questioning youth. The trans writer Brianna Wu argues that the movement's adoption of more radical positions has imperiled its core goals. The tactic of smearing all of these critiques as "anti-trans" is deeply misleading.

In a column demanding that Democrats give not an inch on any element of the trans-rights agenda, the Time columnist Philip Elliott asserts, "Conceding ground to the winners, as seems to be the case here in a culture-war fight that is as over-simplified as it is ill-considered, is not a way to dig out of this deep hole."

But the hole is not actually that deep. Harris lost both the national vote and Pennsylvania, the tipping-point state, by less than two percentage points. A Democratic firm found that exposure to Trump's ubiquitous ads showing Harris endorsing free sex-change surgery for migrant detainees and prisoners moved the audience 2.7 points in his direction. And conceding ground to the winners is a time-honored way to escape political holes of any size. After Mitt Romney was hammered in 2012 over Republicans' desire to cut Medicare, Trump repositioned them closer to the center. In 2024, Trump partially neutralized the GOP's biggest liability, abortion, by insisting that he would leave the matter to the states, allowing him to pick up enough pro-abortion-rights votes to scrape by.

Gessen argues, "It's not clear how much further Democrats could actually retreat." But there is plenty of reasonable room for Democrats to retreat--on female-sports participation, youth gender medicine, and state-sponsored surgery for prisoners and detainees. You may wish to add or subtract discrete items on my list. I can't claim to have compiled a morally or politically unassailable accounting of which compromises Democratic politicians should make. What is unassailable is the principle that compromise without complete surrender is, in fact, possible.
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What Comes Next for Air Travel

The Trump administration could prove more sympathetic to businesses than to consumers.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


The list of air-travel fiascos this past year reads like a verse of "We Didn't Start the Fire": A chunk of plane fell off mid-flight. Boeing workers went on strike. A CrowdStrike software issue grounded thousands of planes worldwide. A major airline merger was blocked. Passengers were terribly unruly.

And yet, in roughly that same time period, much about the experience of air travel actually went pretty well: Cancellations in the first half of this year (even with that software outage) were way down from the chaos of 2022, even amidst record-breaking travel days, and last year was by some metrics the safest on record. The Biden administration implemented new requirements for airlines to give passengers refunds for canceled or significantly changed flights and announced a new rule to crack down on airline junk fees. Flights are more affordable than they were decades ago, adjusted for inflation.

An air-travel paradox has emerged. As my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote earlier this year, "although air safety is getting markedly better over time, the experience of flying is arguably worse than ever." Flying in 2024 is safe and relatively consumer friendly but also quite annoying, especially for the customers unwilling or unable to tack on the perks or upgrades that make it more pleasant. In most economy flying situations, seats are cramped, snacks are expensive, storage space is tight, tensions are high. Airlines are seeing record demand; the TSA is predicting that this week will be the busiest Thanksgiving travel week on record. But staffing shortages persist, adding to inconvenience for fliers.

Many of these frustrations are the fault of individual airlines. But a presidential administration's approach to consumer welfare can play a meaningful role in the experience of flying (and what happens when things, inevitably, go wrong). Under President Joe Biden and Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, the federal government pushed to block mergers that it saw as concentrating the industry in a way that might hurt consumers, and generally focused on consumer protections (sometimes to the ire of the industry). The Trump administration will likely take a more "business-friendly" approach, Henry Harteveldt, an industry analyst, told me. Former Representative Sean Duffy of Wisconsin, Trump's pick to replace Buttiegieg as transportation secretary, used to be an airline lobbyist. Meanwhile, Project 2025 (which Trump has denied affiliation with) has identified airline consumer protection as a "problematic area." And many Trump allies have also harshly criticized Federal Trade Commission Chair Lina Khan's approach to antitrust policy. Trump--even if he doesn't fully undo the regulations introduced under Biden--could curb some of the actions that are currently in motion but have not yet made their way to Congress, Harteveldt predicted.

In his first term, Trump's administration bailed out the airline industry in the early days of the pandemic. And on the Friday after Thanksgiving in 2020, Trump's Transportation Department quietly announced a new rule that redefined what counted as deceptive practices, to the benefit of airlines over consumers. The airline industry has high hopes for Trump's next term: Delta's CEO celebrated the end of an era of "overreach," and Southwest's CEO said he is optimistic that the next administration is "maybe a little less aggressive in terms of regulating or rule-making."

The full scope of Trump's plans for the airline industry isn't yet clear, but in a statement announcing his transportation-secretary selection, Trump said that Duffy "will make our skies safe again by eliminating DEI for pilots and air traffic controllers." Aviation officials have expressed concern that clean-fuel programs will be stymied under Trump, who has promised to repeal parts of Biden's Inflation Reduction Act. And another initiative Trump floated during his first term--privatizing air-traffic control--may be revived in his next term (the overworked and sometimes dysfunctional Federal Aviation Administration is presently funded with federal dollars). If air-traffic control does indeed become run by a private company, consumers likely wouldn't see a big difference in ticket prices, Harteveldt said, but it would be a huge change to the way the travel industry operates.

So much about travel is unpredictable, especially during busy weeks like this one. Will your flight be delayed? Will your boarding area be crowded with "gate lice" trying to skip the line? Will your seat be double-booked, and will the Wi-Fi work? Some of this uncertainty is just the reality of human experience--you could be seated next to a crying baby no matter who is president--but some of the experience will be shaped by the administration's approach in the next four years. As Trump and his allies attempt to balance the interests of consumers and corporations in a massive, complicated, and closely watched industry, a big question is who will get priority.

Related:

	All airlines are now the same.
 	Flying is weird right now.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Good on Paper: Is ambivalence killing parenthood?
 	A guide for the politically homeless
 	Thanksgiving should be in October.




Today's News

	Israel and Hezbollah agreed to a cease-fire deal, which will take effect tomorrow and pause fighting in the region, President Joe Biden announced.
 	President-Elect Donald Trump said yesterday that he would impose a 25 percent tariff on imports from Canada and Mexico and an additional 10 percent tariff on imports from China.
 	Boris Epshteyn, a top Trump aide, allegedly asked potential nominees for Trump's second administration to pay him consulting fees if they wanted him to advocate for them to Trump, according to a review by the president-elect's legal team. Epshteyn has denied the allegations.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: Americans need to put down the vacuum and get off the tidiness treadmill, Annie Lowrey writes.
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Evening Read


Kimberley French / A24



A Horror Movie About an Atheist Who Won't Shut Up

By McKay Coppins

This article contains spoilers for the movie Heretic.
 When I was a Mormon missionary in Texas in the early 2000s, my companions and I used to get strange phone calls from a man with a British accent named Andrew. We didn't know who he was, or how he'd gotten the numbers for a bunch of Church-owned cellphones, but the calls always went the same. He would begin in a friendly mode, feigning interest in our lives and work. Then, gradually, the questions would turn confrontational as he revealed his true agenda: to convince us that everything we believed was wrong.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Dave Free.



Listen (or skip). On Kendrick Lamar's new album, GNX, a rapper who is obsessed with excellence tries to entertain the masses, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Watch. Jimmy O. Yang spent years stuck in small, cliched roles. Now, starring on Interior Chinatown (streaming on Hulu), he's figuring out who he wants to be.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

As the Swifties and/or Black Friday die-hards among you may know, Taylor Swift is releasing a book this Friday at Target. For The Atlantic's Books section, I wrote about what Swift's decision to self-publish means for the publishing industry. Have a great Thanksgiving!

-- Lora

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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A Late Win for Biden in the Middle East

The cease-fire in Lebanon finally forestalls the prospect of a region-wide war.

by Hussein Ibish




On Tuesday, Israel and Hezbollah, the Iranian-backed militant group in Lebanon, agreed to a cease-fire. The arrangement is a win for outgoing President Joe Biden, who has followed a hapless policy course through a calamitous year for the Middle East.

Ever since the Hamas attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, the Biden administration's goal in the Middle East has been to contain the conflict. That policy didn't exactly succeed: The fighting spread to Lebanon and even led to exchanges of fire between Israel and Iran. In the meantime, Washington gave Israel virtual carte blanche in Gaza, particularly in the first few months of the war; in doing so, it implicated itself in a war that has exacted a heavy toll not just on Hamas but on the people of Gaza. Israel's onslaught has killed more than 44,000 Palestinians, mostly civilians, and displaced nearly the entire population of 2.2 million, many of them multiple times. An estimated 66 percent of structures that once stood in the Strip have been damaged or destroyed. And at every step, Israel dictated the scope and nature of the conflict, not just to its adversaries but also to Washington, escalating to the brink of all-out war with Iran.

Now Washington has helped broker a cease-fire, not in Gaza, but in Lebanon and northern Israel. If it holds, Biden may leave office able to say that he averted a regional war that could have drawn in the United States and others.

Read: 'The Iranian period is finished'

The agreement likely will hold, because it serves the interests of all the parties directly involved. Hezbollah desperately needs the hiatus to regroup. Israel has assassinated most of its political leaders and battlefield commanders, including Hassan Nasrallah, and demolished much of its arsenal of rockets and missiles. The organization's command-and-control capabilities are shattered, and many of its best fighters have been killed or badly wounded. Iran could use the pause to reconsider its national-security strategy: Hezbollah was the centerpiece of Iran's forward defense, yet it turned out to be unable to deter or successfully combat Israel. The Lebanese militia either could not or would not fire large numbers of missiles on Israeli cities, such as Haifa, or strategic targets, such as the Dimona nuclear reactor.

Israel likely welcomes the cease-fire because it, too, is near exhaustion. Its munitions are depleted and its military overstretched, even as the insurgency in Gaza appears to be intensifying, however gradually. Israel has achieved virtually all of its most ambitious goals in Lebanon and stands to gain very little by continuing the conflict. It may even have risked reinvigorating Hezbollah had it overstayed, in the same way that the Israeli occupation of southern Lebanon from 1982 to 2000 led to the establishment of  the organization in the first place.

The negotiators, led by the Biden administration but also including France and others, were able to succeed because both sides had a clear interest in drawing down the conflict. The war in Gaza stands in stark relief. There, the two parties--the Israeli government and the remnants of Hamas's leadership--both calculate that continuing to fight will further their political interests.

Read: Israel and Hamas are kidding themselves

By contrast, the Israeli military and public were eager to end the war with Hezbollah, especially on advantageous terms. Hezbollah has been so devastated that it was willing to agree to conditions it might once have deemed humiliating. The militia will withdraw its personnel and heavy equipment from southern Lebanon up to the Litani River, about 15 miles north of the border with Israel, as it was originally required to do by the United Nations resolution that ended the fighting in 2006. The Lebanese military and UN peacekeepers will fill the void, maintain order, and ensure that Hezbollah doesn't return. Israel has agreed to a phased withdrawal from Lebanon, but the agreement stipulates that Israel and Lebanon can still exercise their "inherent right of self-defense," which Israeli officials have signaled they see as a license to strike Hezbollah if they believe it is violating the terms of the cease-fire. That Hezbollah and Iran agreed to this imbalanced arrangement shows the extent of Israel's military advantage and the decisiveness of its victory in this round of battle.

The Biden administration will be handing Donald Trump a Middle East that is still smoldering but no longer on the verge of explosion. Trump's minions are already trying to suggest--preposterously--that his reelection is the main reason for the cease-fire. Biden's Gaza-war policy has been indefensible as well as inept, in that it failed to prevent the Israeli invasion of Lebanon. But the president will leave office able to count as a success a deal that forestalls any realistic prospect of a large-scale, multifront, regional war in the Middle East.
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Thanksgiving Should Be in October

A modest proposal for fixing the back-to-back-holiday crunch

by Ellen Cushing




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.


You are so tired! I can tell because I'm tired too. In a couple of days, tens of millions of Americans will get on planes or trains or highways, crunching our limbs in godless ways for hours on end, worrying if we left the stove on or packed enough layers. We will fight the crowds, brave the chaos, pay the money. And then we will get to wherever we're going, and we'll eat. It will probably be lovely, or maybe it will be bad, but either way, it will be a little nuts because we will then (then!), in less than the time it takes a carton of half-and-half to go bad, do it all again.

Or at least many of us, those who are gluttons for punishment, will. We'll move our bodies and our belongings around the country during precisely the time of year when the climate becomes, in many places, dark, wet, icy, and freezing--again. We'll contemplate togetherness, and family, and potatoes--again. Maybe we'll watch football--again. Many of us will eat turkey--again. We'll pack all our traveling and relative-wrangling and big-mealing into one overstuffed, exhausting month, and for no extrinsic reason.

There's a better way to do things, and in fact another country already does it. That country is Canada, and it celebrates Thanksgiving in October. We should too.

Canadian Thanksgiving is the second Monday of October, though many people observe it over the weekend. To preserve some tradition, I propose we reschedule ours to fall on the Thursday before Canada's holiday. Superfans of the calendar may notice that this is the same long weekend as Indigenous Peoples' Day/Columbus Day, which seems fine--they'd each have their own days, and besides, you can probably appreciate that there's some thematic overlap here. So we'd have Thanksgiving Thursday and another holiday Monday, creating one mega-long weekend, and then roll gently into Halloween. After that, we'd have a whole month to avoid interstate travel and its attendant costs, spiritual and financial. We'd get our blood sugar in order before the holiday-party season begins in earnest.

Read: The no-drama Thanksgiving

Halloween and Thanksgiving decorations can easily commingle if we want them to--a squash is a squash--and we'd get to celebrate the bounty of the harvest during the actual harvest. In the parts of the country where the leaves turn, they would be beautiful. Everywhere, it would be a little warmer, a little easier to schlep around. We'd let the holiday season stretch out long and easy, making time for Thanksgiving on its own terms, rather than treating it like the dress rehearsal for Christmas. We could still eat the same stuff, still have a parade, and still, I'm sure, go shopping the next day. The only difference is the timing, which will now have been made rational.

We tend to think of Thanksgiving as something fixed--part of our national topography, like Mount Rushmore. A major feature of holidays is, after all, that they are pretty much the same every year. But another major feature is that they are social constructs, and Thanksgiving has been changing basically since it was invented. The first Thanksgiving--the one many of us learned about in school, the one with the Pilgrims--is believed by historians to have taken place sometime between September and November, and aside from being a meal, it had almost nothing to do with our modern celebration.

In 1789, George Washington and the first Congress did declare Thursday, November 26, a "Day of public Thanksgiving," but this wasn't enshrined anywhere in perpetuity: For decades, the holiday was just observed ad hoc by individual governments and families when events warranted giving thanks, which meant not necessarily in the same way, or on the same day, or even in same month, or at all. Not until the 19th century did the Thanksgiving we now know come to be, in part because Sarah Hale, the editor of an influential women's magazine, decided America needed a holiday that honored the domestic sphere--that is, the topics her magazine covered--and celebrated Protestant values. For years, she "badgered" the government about this, according to the historian Anne Blue Wills, and in 1863, Abraham Lincoln, hoping to unite the nation while war cleaved it apart, acquiesced: Thanksgiving was now a federal holiday, celebrated permanently on the last Thursday of November.

Not that permanently, though, because 76 years later, we moved it. In 1939, Thanksgiving fell on the last day of the month, and retailers worried that a late start to the Christmas-shopping season would depress sales. Fred Lazarus Jr., the chairman of the company that would later become Macy's, lobbied President Franklin D. Roosevelt to move Thanksgiving a week earlier, to the second-to-last Thursday of the month. Lazarus was successful, though the whole thing did not go over super well. Football coaches were enraged, having seen their big-ticket games suddenly moved from a major holiday to a random Thursday. A political rival of Roosevelt's accused him of acting with "the omnipotence of Hitler." The Three Stooges mocked the change in a short film. Only 23 of the 48 states honored the new date, and until 1941 we had two Thanksgivings, a week apart. Finally, Congress passed a resolution declaring Thanksgiving the fourth Thursday of November, where it has remained ever since.

My point is that we as a society are pretty resilient. I think we can handle changing Thanksgiving again. It seems unlikely that retailers will mind much, and I'm sure that if given enough notice, the football coaches can prepare. And Thanksgiving, as many Americans' favorite secular celebration, deserves better. At its best, the holiday welcomes people regardless of religion or relationship status, and it doesn't even require them to bring a gift. It pulls us together with the people we love and honors one of the highest art forms of human existence: gratitude, though on Thanksgiving the more apt word is the one Buddhists use--katannuta, "to have a sense of what was done."

Read: How to be thankful when you don't feel thankful

Thanksgiving has changed along with the country. We started celebrating it in November because of, "basically, one woman's understanding of the national calendar," as Wills told me, and then we moved it because some guy named Fred asked the president to. We have made and remade it to serve the needs of nationalism, business, politics. What's stopping us from remaking it again?
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The Musical Blockbuster That Didn't Play By the Rules

<em>Wicked </em>makes the case that audiences aren't so tired of the genre after all.

by Shirley Li




When Mean Girls, the musical remake of the 2004 film, hit theaters in January, the film appeared to shock audiences for, well, being a musical. Theatergoers recorded the moment that their fellow viewers realized what kind of movie it was; in one video, the crowd groans loudly as soon as a character starts singing, before laughing at their own reactions. But the studio behind the remake wasn't surprised by these responses. "We didn't want to run out and say it's a musical," Marc Weinstock, Paramount's president of global marketing and distribution, told Variety of how Mean Girls was advertised, "because people tend to treat musicals differently."

They certainly haven't always gone to see them in theaters over the past five years. In part, cinema closures during the coronavirus pandemic's various waves contributed to weak box-office returns across the board, regardless of quality or classification. Even the Best Picture-nominated, Steven Spielberg-directed remake of West Side Story failed to turn a profit. But on top of low ticket sales, the backlash to and mockery of poorly made entries such as Cats and Dear Evan Hansen--adaptations that once seemed poised to become surefire hits, given their popularity on Broadway--seem to have left studios anxious about the genre's viability. At least, the way that studios are marketing these movies lately appears to indicate nerves: Promotional campaigns have been disguising the films' true identity, relying instead on what else might make them recognizable, especially when they're part of an existing franchise. Mean Girls' title graphic features a tiny eighth note inside the a as the lone hint at the remake's Broadway origins. The first trailer for Wonka, the backstory of the Roald Dahl character, didn't show anyone singing a single word. The Color Purple billed itself as a "bold new take," without clarifying what that take would be. (The film immediately answered the question by opening with a duet.)

But Wicked, which opened this past weekend, has worn its genre on its sparkly sleeve. The film's trailers have featured its renditions of the beloved Broadway production's ever-popular songs, and its seemingly endless promotional barrage over the past months--have its stars Cynthia Erivo and Ariana Grande ever not worn green and pink, respectively?--has included lyric videos featuring performances from the film. As it turns out, Universal's unabashed embrace of Wicked captured the film's ethos: This is a full-throated movie musical, balancing the crowd-pleasing appeal of extravagant sing-alongs with quieter, more private character moments. And it didn't have to fool audiences into seeing it: Last weekend, the film topped the box office, raking in $114 million domestically and $164 million worldwide--the highest-grossing debut for a movie adaptation of a Broadway production in history.

Read: The fairy tale we've been retelling for 125 years

Wicked's stage show is based on the novel by Gregory Maguire, which reimagines L. Frank Baum's classic The Wonderful Wizard of Oz through the eyes of the Wicked Witch of the West. In Maguire's telling, she was once the young outcast Elphaba, who developed an unusual relationship with the bubbly blonde Galinda (future Glinda the Good Witch) before becoming Baum's notorious antagonist. Both the book and the Broadway version ultimately span years of plot machinations, but the Wicked film has chopped the story in half to handle its heft; Part 2 is set to arrive in theaters next year. The movie also streamlines the show's first act--into a straightforward coming-of-age tale of two women who build a deep bond--which ensures that the film still feels complete.

The resulting adaptation satisfyingly combines the grandiosity of a musical and the intimacy of filmmaking. Big sequences make clear just how different the women are: Introverted and withdrawn, Elphaba (Erivo, marvelous) conveys her innermost thoughts through towering ballads; extroverted and self-obsessed, Galinda (Grande, hilarious and spectacular--sorry, lar) expresses her overdramatic tendencies through vivacious numbers. The camera, meanwhile, carefully reveals how Elphaba and Galinda's connection evolves, showing that Galinda's forced smiles eventually reflect true kindness and that Elphaba is often holding back tears while trying to put on a confident front. A lingering shot of them meeting each other's gaze in a mirror carries as much power as one of their stirring harmonies.

The director, Jon M. Chu, who previously made the gorgeous but underseen In the Heights, also knows how to take advantage of a film's wide canvas. Oz may be a familiar backdrop, but Chu borrows from a diverse array of musicals to conceive the world of munchkins and talking animals. During "The Wizard and I," Elphaba twirls atop a cliff like Maria in The Sound of Music. The camera tilts and whips around during "Dancing Through Life" to track the performers' Busby Berkeley-like choreography across a rotating set. And the surreal, underwater Ozdust Ballroom, where Elphaba and Galinda dance a duet, looks like it's built to host dream ballets. At times, the maximalism threatens to overwhelm the film, but excess makes sense for this fantasy realm, even if the visuals can't quite compare to The Wizard of Oz's stunning explosion of Technicolor.

Read: Hollywood's new crown prince of musicals

Maybe that sense of escapism is why, even at a lengthy run time of 160 minutes, Wicked has become both the buzziest adaptation of a Broadway show in years and a bona fide hit with critics and crowds. Unlike other movie musicals, which tend to tweak the original soundtrack or apply a "realistic" sheen to a genre built upon sensationalism, the film celebrates its medium rather than straining to justify its use. Making the sequel just as successful will be the bigger challenge: As those familiar with the stage version know, Wicked's second act covers a much more convoluted plot that not only retells The Wizard of Oz but also wades more deeply into political allegory. (Oz's denizens worship a con artist who calls himself the Wizard.) And with this installment's hyper-focus on Elphaba and Galinda's sisterhood, it leaves plenty of subplots, revolving around a large cast of supporting characters, unresolved. Even the overarching theme of Wicked itself has only barely been introduced. "Where does wickedness come from?" a character asks early on. This first film doesn't offer a response.

In place of an answer, however, is a testament to the true power of a movie musical--perhaps best encapsulated by the film's rendition of the Act I closer, "Defying Gravity." The song became Wicked's signature anthem quickly after its Broadway debut; its message about embracing individuality and its culmination in Elphaba taking flight for the first time have carried musical-theater fans to emotional highs. Here, it's the film's finale before its year-long intermission, and it's just as magnificently rendered, buoyed by Erivo's tremendous vocals. But unlike the stage version, this one also includes close-ups of Elphaba picturing her younger self in a reflection right before she figures out how to soar. The shot captures how far Elphaba has come: She yearned for so long to be seen for who she is, but she couldn't get there until she saw herself. It's a moment so small yet so sentimental, demonstrating why the movie-musical genre should endure. On a big screen, a character such as Elphaba is no longer just belting before an enthralled audience, playing to the back row. Now she gets to let everyone into her mind.
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The Trump Marathon

If Americans want to hold Trump accountable in a second term, they must keep their heads when he uses chaos as a strategy.

by Tom Nichols




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


In the almost three weeks since his victory in the presidential election, Donald Trump has more or less completed nominations for his Cabinet, and he and his surrogates have made a flurry of announcements. The president-elect and his team have spent much of November baiting and trolling their opponents while throwing red meat to the MAGA faithful. (Trump, for example, has appointed Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy to a nonexistent "Department of Government Efficiency," an office whose acronym is a play on a jokey crypto currency.) And though some of Trump's nominees have been relatively reasonable choices, in recent days Trump has put forward a handful of manifestly unqualified and even dangerous picks, reiterated his grandiose plans for his first days in office, and promised to punish his enemies.

We've seen this before. As I warned this past April, stunning his opponents with more outrages than they can handle is a classic Trump tactic:

By overwhelming people with the sheer volume and vulgarity of his antics, Trump and his team are trying to burn out the part of our brains that can discern truth from fiction, right from wrong, good from evil ... Trump isn't worried that all of this will cause voters to have a kind of mental meltdown: He's counting on it. He needs ordinary citizens to become so mired in moral chaos and so cognitively paralyzed that they are unable to comprehend the disasters that would ensue if he returns to the White House.


Neither the voters nor the members of the U.S. Senate, however, should fall for it this time. Professor Timothy Snyder of Yale University has written that the most important way to resist a rising authoritarian regime is not to "obey in advance"--that is, changing our behavior in ways we think might conform to the demands of the new ruling group. That's good advice, but I might add a corollary here: People should not panic and exhaust themselves in advance, either.

In practice, this means setting priorities--mine are the preservation of democracy and national security--and conserving mental energy and political effort to concentrate on those issues and Trump's plans for them. It's important to bear in mind as well that Trump will not take the oath of office for another two months. (Such oaths do not matter to him, but he cannot grab the machinery of government without it.) If citizens and their representatives react to every moment of trollery over the coming weeks, they will be exhausted by Inauguration Day.

Trump will now dominate the news cycle almost every day with some new smoke bomb that is meant to distract from his attempts to stock the government with a strange conglomeration of nihilistic opportunists and self-styled revolutionaries. He will propose plans that he has no real hope of accomplishing quickly, while trying to build an aura of inevitability and omnipotence around himself. (His vow to begin mass deportations on his first day, for example, is a logistical impossibility, unless by mass he means "slightly more than usual." He may be able to set in motion some sort of planning on day one, but he has no way to execute a large-scale operation yet, and it will be some time before he has anywhere to put so many people marked for deportation.)

The attempt to build Trump into some kind of unstoppable political kaiju is nonsense, as the hapless Matt Gaetz just found out. For all of Trump's bullying and bluster, Gaetz's nomination bid was over in a matter of days. Two of Trump's other nominations--Pete Hegseth for defense secretary and Tulsi Gabbard for director of national intelligence--might be in similar trouble as various Republicans begin to show doubts about them.

Senator James Risch, for example, a hard-right conservative from deep-red Idaho and the ranking Republican on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, declined over the weekend to offer the kind of ritualistic support for Hegseth and Gabbard that Trump expects from the GOP. "Ask me this question again after the hearings," Risch said on Saturday. "These appointments by the president are constrained by the advice and consent of the Senate. The Senate takes that seriously, and we vet these."

What Risch seems to be saying--at least I hope, anyway--is that it's all fun and games until national security is involved, and then people have to get serious about what's at stake. The Senate isn't a Trump rally, and the Defense Department isn't a backdrop for a segment on Fox & Friends.

Similar thinking may have led to Scott Bessent as Trump's nominee to run the Treasury. Bessent would have been an ordinary pick in any other administration, but in Trump World, it's noteworthy that a standard-issue hedge-fund leader--and a man who once worked for George Soros, of all people--just edged out the more radical Trump loyalist Howard Lutnick, who has been relegated to Commerce, a far less powerful department. Culture warring, it seems, matters less to some of Team Trump when real money is involved.

None of this is a case for complacency. Hegseth and Gabbard could still end up winning confirmation. The anti-vaxxer Robert F. Kennedy Jr. could take over at the Department of Health and Human Services. Meanwhile, reports have also emerged that Trump may move Kash Patel--the very embodiment of the mercenary loyalist who will execute any and every Trump order--into a senior job at the FBI or the Department of Justice, a move that would raise urgent questions about American civil liberties.

But Trump cannot simply will things into existence. Yes, "the people have spoken," but it was a narrow win, and Trump again seems to have fallen short of gaining 50 percent of the popular vote. Just as Democrats have had to learn that running up big margins in California does not win the presidency, Republicans are finding yet again that electoral votes are not the same thing as a popular mandate. The Senate Republican conference is rife with cowards, but only a small handful of principled GOP senators are needed to stop some of Trump's worst nominees.

The other reality is that Trump has already accomplished the one thing he really cared about: staying out of jail. Today, Special Counsel Jack Smith moved to dismiss the January 6-related case against him. So be it; if enough voters have decided they can live with a convicted felon in the White House, there's nothing the rest of us can do about that.

But Trump returning to office does not mean he can rule by fiat. If his opponents react to every piece of bait he throws in front of them, they will lose their bearings. And even some of Trump's voters--at least those outside the MAGA personality cult--might not have expected this kind of irresponsible trolling. If these Republican voters want to hold Trump accountable for the promises he made to them during the campaign, they'll have to keep their heads rather than get caught up in Trump's daily dramas.

Allow me to add one piece of personal advice for the upcoming holiday: None of the things Trump is trying to do will happen before the end of the week. So for Thanksgiving, give yourself a break. Remember the great privilege and blessing it is to be an American, and have faith in the American Constitution and the freedoms safeguarded within it. If your Uncle Ned shows up and still wants to argue about how the election was stolen from Trump four years ago, my advice is the same as it's been for every holiday: Tell him he's wrong, that you love him anyway, that you're not having this conversation today, and to pass the potatoes.

Related:

	Pam Bondi's comeback
 	Another theory of the Trump movement






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Revenge of the COVID contrarians
 	The end of the quest for justice for January 6
 	Caitlin Flanagan on the Democrats' billionaire mistake




Today's News

	Special Counsel Jack Smith filed motions to drop the federal election-subversion and classified-documents cases against Trump, citing a Justice Department rule against prosecuting sitting presidents.
 	A California judge delayed the resentencing date for Lyle and Erik Menendez, the brothers imprisoned for killing their parents in 1989, to give the new Los Angeles County district attorney more time to review the case.
 	The Israeli cabinet will vote tomorrow on a proposed cease-fire deal with Hezbollah, which is expected to pass, according to a spokesperson for Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. The Israeli ambassador to the U.S. said on Israeli Army Radio that an agreement could be reached "within days" but that there remain "points to finalize."




Dispatches 

	The Weekly Planet: Climate negotiations at COP29 ended in a $300 billion deal that mostly showed how far the world is from facing climate change's real dangers, Zoe Schlanger argues.
 	The Wonder Reader: One of the most humbling parts of being alive is realizing that you might need to reconsider some long-held habits, Isabel Fattal writes.
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Everyone Agrees Americans Aren't Healthy

By Nicholas Florko

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is wrong about a lot of things in public health. Vaccines don't cause autism. Raw milk is more dangerous than pasteurized milk. And cellphones haven't been shown to cause brain cancer. But the basic idea behind his effort to "Make America Healthy Again" is correct: America is not healthy, and our current system has not fixed the problem.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear Therapist": No one wants to host my in-laws for the holidays.
 	The right has a Bluesky problem.
 	The leak scandal roiling Israel
 	What the broligarchs want from Trump




Culture Break
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Watch. Every generation has an Oz story, but Wicked is the retelling that best captures what makes L. Frank Baum's world sing, Allegra Rosenberg writes.

Try out. Group fitness classes aren't just about exercise--they're also a ridiculous, perfect way to make friends, Mikala Jamison writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I often tell people to unplug from the news. (Hey, I get paid to have opinions about national events, and yet I make sure to stop watching the news now and then too.) If you'd like a break that will not only get you off the doom treadmill but refresh and recharge you, allow me to suggest binge-watching the new Ted Danson series on Netflix, A Man on the Inside. It's charming and funny, and it might bring a tear to your eye in between some laughs.

Danson plays a recently widowed retired professor who takes a job with a private investigator as the "inside man" at a senior-citizen residence in San Francisco. (As someone who watched the debut of Cheers 42 years ago, I feel like I've been growing old along with Danson through his many shows, and this might be his best role.) He's tracking down a theft, but the crime isn't all that interesting, nor is it really the point of the show: Rather, A Man on the Inside is about family, friends, love, and death.

My wife and I sometimes found the show almost too hard to watch, because we have both had parents in assisted living and memory-care settings. But A Man on the Inside never hurts--it has too much compassion (and gentle, well-placed humor) to let aging become caricatured as nothing but tragedy and loss. It is a show for and about families, just when we need something we can all watch over the holidays.

-- Tom



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/11/trump-news-exhaustion-chaos/680801/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



My Home Is a Horror of Unfinished Tasks

Why can't I get anything done?

by James Parker




Editor's Note: Is anything ailing, torturing, or nagging at you? Are you beset by existential worries? Every Tuesday, James Parker tackles readers' questions. Tell him about your lifelong or in-the-moment problems at dearjames@theatlantic.com.

Don't want to miss a single column? Sign up to get "Dear James" in your inbox.



Dear James,

Unless there is money attached or a truly significant deadline (impending wedding, house sale, moving van arriving), I never seem to complete what I begin. I have so many unfinished projects: A sweater I was knitting just needs a button sewn on. I launched into cleaning a drawer by pulling everything out of it, and now the drawer's contents still sit in a bag, waiting to be sorted.

My husband of 10 years pointed this all out to me yesterday (as if I didn't know it about myself), as his frustration grew in anticipation of houseguests coming next week. My response was to start cleaning--our mudroom, my studio (which he doesn't concern himself with), and the insides of the cupboards in our laundry room, whose contents I emptied into the space my husband had just vacuumed.

I rarely miss a work deadline. As I said, if you're paying me, I'm delivering. But at home, I just can't seem to finish any tasks--at least not until well after everyone else has gone to bed.

I cannot be the only human who acts this way. What's wrong with me?



Dear Reader,

I was talking to a sculptor the other day--a man to whom I'd just been introduced, although the discovery that we were both Meshuggah fans had put us in immediate and profound sympathy. When metalhead meets metalhead, a primal understanding blooms: an assent to a shared nature. A many-petaled brotherliness.

Anyway, he was telling me that once a week, in the name of art, he takes a couple of his boyfriend's ADHD pills and then proceeds to have the most prodigious and absurdly effective day. He flows through it; the energy runs smooth; the work is good; the ideas come; he doesn't want to stop. No twitches or tweakiness, pure silvery streamlined productivity. Full-moon focus, an exalted state.

And afterward, no comedown. No hangover. Doesn't that sound beautiful? Doesn't that sound enviable?

Not that I'm suggesting you have ADHD, but this is where my mind went when I read your letter. And when I consider my own daily difficulties, the great and bristling field of reluctance that seems to interpose itself between me and doing anything at all, I wonder if an ADHD diagnosis might be coming my way. Here's the thing, though: I quite like my farty, dreamy, last-minute brain. And in 10 years ADHD will be called something else. And in the end, like you, I get the job done, even if there's a bit of neurobiological spillage on the way.

Perhaps you could be a little more respectful of your husband's fine work with the vacuum. Perhaps I'm saying that only because I'm a man. Perhaps the right pills would fix everything. Or not. But it's been known to happen.

Me, I'm for human mess, way past the point of reasonableness. Sit down, sit down, with your gaping cupboards and your rebellious buttons. Marvel at the power of entropy. Enjoy.

From among volcanoes of stuff,

James



By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it in part or in full, and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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The International Criminal Court's Folly

The high aspirations with which the tribunal was founded should not shield it from the consequences of its decision to pursue other agendas.

by Eugene Kontorovich




The warrants issued by the International Criminal Court against Israel's prime minister and former defense minister represent many historic firsts. They would be the court's first prosecutions of leaders in a liberal Western democracy, and represent the first time anyone has been charged with the "crime of starvation"; the first time the court has accused a country of war crimes during a defensive war against an external invader; and the first prosecution of a non-member state at the bequest of a member that is not generally recognized as a state.

For all of these juristic innovations, the warrants also represent something entirely familiar: an international institution, created to serve high and noble purposes, succumbing to the temptation of pursuing an anti-Israel agenda. This phenomenon is on routine display at the United Nations' General Assembly and Human Rights Council.

The charges are baseless as a matter of law and fact, issued by a court with no jurisdiction, alleging as crimes things that simply never happened, while ignoring settled international law and practice. But before turning to the Israel warrants, we need to understand what the ICC really is.

Arash Azizi: The International Criminal Court shows its mettle

The ICC, seated in the Netherlands in The Hague, was created in 1998 by a treaty known as the Rome Statute, to provide a forum where the perpetrators of the world's worst atrocities could be prosecuted, a kind of permanent Nuremberg Tribunal. The new court would not impinge upon national sovereignty, because it would have jurisdiction only over countries that voluntarily joined. In the optimistic decade between the fall of the Soviet Union and the attacks of 9/11, some hoped that the court would lead to an "end to impunity" for mass atrocities--such as the Bosnian and Rwandan genocides--and lead to a "rules-based international order."

That dream has never seemed further off. A quarter century later, most of the world's population lives in countries that never joined the court--including the United States and China, India and Pakistan, and pretty much the entire Middle East. Many of the countries that joined the ICC face little serious prospect of engaging in armed conflict; for them, membership entails little risk, and is merely a feel-good ritual.

Despite a roughly $200 million annual budget, the tribunal has convicted only six people of perpetrating the mass atrocities it was created to address. Numerous high-profile cases have collapsed. Its indictments against incumbent dictators such as Russia's Vladimir Putin have been laughed off. The current and past presidents of Kenya both rode ICC indictments to reelection. (The cases against them had been dropped because of what the ICC's presiding judge described as "witness interference," a claim the ICC disputed.) Two countries have quit the court altogether, shaking belief in the inevitable, gradual expansion of The Hague's writ.

The composition of the ICC's membership has created a serious problem for the court. The largest concentration of member states is in Africa, but every defendant tried by the Court has been a sub-Saharan African, leading to a threat of mass walkout by African Union states.

The charges against Israel can be understood, in part, as a solution to this predicament. They serve to deflect criticism of the court as a Western tool, and were received with enthusiasm by international NGOs. And they come with a major advantage: As a non-member state, Israel can't quit in protest.

But that also means the court should not, by rights, have jurisdiction over Israel. To overcome this obstacle, the court decided that Palestine is a state that can join the court, despite not satisfying the legal criteria for statehood. Such an exception has not been made for any other entity. It also controversially decided that Gaza was part of that state, in addition to the West Bank, despite each having had an entirely different government for nearly two decades.

Then the ICC ignored a second limitation on its reach. Its governing statute instructs it to intervene only when a state is "unwilling or unable" to prosecute crimes by its leaders, in order to shield them from responsibility. Not only is Israel's attorney general willing to prosecute Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu--she is already doing so in several high-profile cases involving alleged corruption.

The more likely reason the Israeli justice system is not pursuing the charges brought by the ICC is because they appear to be unfounded. The main thrust of the court's claims (the details of which remain sealed by the tribunal) is that Israel purposefully starved the people of Gaza, as well as restricted electricity to the area. Yet in June, the UN's own hunger watchdog released a report denying that famine occurred during the period addressed by the prosecutor. Nor does Israel's allowing shipments of food into the Gaza Strip, which one estimate placed at more than 3,000 calories a day per person, suggest an attempt to starve the population, even if conditions in parts of the Strip have been dire.

Hamas controls food distribution within Gaza, and has been seizing aid convoys. Aid groups complain that Israel has been constricting the flow of food into Gaza; Israel counters that aid has piled up on the Gaza side of the border without distribution. Moreover, international law allows for besieging an enemy force, even if civilians are within the besieged area. Exceptions allow for the provision of essential medical supplies, but even those exceptions are suspended when there is a credible fear of "diversion" to the enemy force, as there surely is with Hamas. If anything, Israel is being blamed for Hamas's starvation of its own population.

Supporters of the ICC should be embarrassed that its decision was cheered by Hamas and Hezbollah. Those groups understand that the court's indictments of Israeli officials will make it more difficult for Israel to defend itself. Yet the ICC cannot deter dictators and warlords, because they can fall into its hands only if they lose power. If they remain in power despite their atrocities, a minor crimp in their travel plans is more than offset by the power and wealth they will enjoy.  The three Hamas leaders indicted by the tribunal have already been killed by Israel; they might have preferred a cell in The Hague.

Leaders of democracies must make different calculations; they rotate out of power, and their private benefits in office are relatively minimal. ICC warrants against them, even if entirely unjustified, could deter them from vigorously and lawfully prosecuting defensive wars, for which their civilian populations would pay the price. Thus, the prosecutions of Israeli officials will actually make war crimes more likely, by tipping the scales against liberal democracies.

All of this poses a threat to the U.S.--as a non-member state that engages in a high level of global armed conflict--as well as to its leaders and soldiers. The ICC could recognize the Islamic State in the Levant as a "state" for purposes of its jurisdiction, just as easily as it recognized Palestine, and investigate American officials for alleged crimes during the U.S.-led campaign against the terror group. That campaign, started during Barack Obama's presidency, included battles in Mosul, where an effort to evict approximately 5,000 ISIS fighters in the city led to perhaps 10,000 civilian deaths and the destruction of the city. The ICC did not have jurisdiction, because Iraq had not joined the treaty--but the Palestine precedent shows that this is not an insurmountable problem.

Gershom Gorenberg: Israel's disaster foretold

The ICC's disregard for law also threatens American troops on counterterror missions in countries that have joined the ICC. Washington has long relied on treaties signed with such countries as a safeguard against Hague jurisdiction, but the tribunal's boundless view of its powers gives no assurance that those treaties will be honored.
 
 This is not far-fetched: The ICC is already investigating alleged U.S. crimes in Afghanistan. Indeed, the ICC prosecutor recently suggested that sitting U.S. senators may have committed crimes against the court's charter by speaking out in support of bipartisan legislation that would impose sanctions on the body.

Not all efforts to solve the world's problems work--some backfire. The high aspirations with which the tribunal was founded should not shield it from the consequences of its decision to pursue other agendas.
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The Road Dogs of the American West

Survivalists, drifters, and divorcees across a resurgent wilderness

by Andrew Aoyama




Drive far enough into Texas from the Louisiana border, and you'll see the ground dry, the earth crumble into dust. Eventually, the photographer Bryan Schutmaat told me, the strip malls fade into the rearview mirror, the landscape opens, and the American West begins.

Schutmaat has long been fascinated by the West; as he toured with punk bands in his teens and early 20s, he felt himself drawn to the region and its open space. His new book, Sons of the Living, documents a decade's worth of more recent journeys through the West and features the hitchhikers and "road dogs" he met along the way.










First in a Subaru Forester and then in a Toyota Tacoma pickup, Schutmaat would set out from his home in Austin and drive toward California. He'd weave from Interstate 10 onto the more isolated two-lane blacktop highways snaking into the remote reaches of Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona. When he sensed he was encroaching on the sprawl of Los Angeles, he'd turn around. All told, he spent more than 150 days on the road; many nights, he slept in his car.

At truck stops and campgrounds, Schutmaat would shoot portraits of people he encountered and offer to ferry them from one place to the next. Behind the wheel or over a shared meal or beer, he'd listen as they told their stories: One man, Tazz, had taken to the road after he'd been released from prison and struggled to find work. He had drifted far from his childhood in Maine, and his thick Down East accent clashed with his surroundings. He claimed to have once played childhood pranks on Stephen King's home; later, he told Schutmaat, he committed more serious transgressions. Schutmaat spent several hours talking in a New Mexico Denny's with another man, Walker, a tall traveler with resplendent facial hair; Schutmaat took his portrait in the light of a gas-station pavilion, Walker's beard swaying in the breeze.













From the September 1896 issue: Frederick J. Turner on the problem of the West

Schutmaat's work challenges a mythology of the West that has long maintained a hold on the American imagination. Frederick Jackson Turner theorized that the country's democratic culture was forged from its pacification of the western frontier; the novelist Wallace Stegner called the region "a geography of hope." But like the Depression-era photographers Dorothea Lange and Walker Evans, Schutmaat complicates rosy views of the region and its promise. The newspaper editor Horace Greeley is said to have encouraged one of his charges to "Go west, young man, go west and grow up with the country." Sons of the Living makes clear that the West contains no guaranteed redemption.

Instead, Schutmaat's photographs reveal what happens when a country grows old and fractured, its citizens isolated. The travelers Schutmaat photographed--widowers and addicts, migrant workers and survivalists, drifters and divorcees--are resilient, but not exactly hopeful. In Schutmaat's images of abandoned billboards and collapsing towns, there's a feeling not of humanity taming the wilderness, but of the wilderness steadily reasserting itself over a crumbling human presence.










When Schutmaat was traveling, he'd pull over on the side of the road at nightfall and hike up the highway embankment. He'd set up his camera somewhere elevated and leave the shutter open for five, even 10 minutes. Through his lens, the sparse sets of headlights on the road below would melt into a river of light: the road erased, a wildness restored.



These photos appear in Bryan Schutmaat's new book, Sons of the Living.
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Dear Therapist: No One Wants to Host My In-Laws for the Holidays

My husband's parents are divorcing, and they are worried about being alone.

by Lori Gottlieb




Dear Therapist,
 
 My husband and I have been together for five years. In that time, his parents have separated and are now divorcing. My husband and his two sisters are not particularly close with either parent because of their less-than-ideal childhood.

As adults, my husband and his siblings have established their own holiday traditions. My husband spends most holiday time with my family, and his siblings spend theirs with their in-laws. Before the divorce, my brother and his siblings would all get together with their parents for a simple dinner or gift exchange every year (for both Thanksgiving and Christmas), but now there's no plan to bring the different parts of the family together.

In recent weeks, both parents, who each live by themselves, have started hinting at not wanting to be alone during the holidays and hoping to potentially join our plans. Neither parent seems willing to host--they just want the invitation. My sisters-in-law have made it clear that they won't be inviting their parents to their plans with their own in-laws. This leaves my husband feeling like the onus is on us to "take care" of his parents by including them in our plans, which are really my family's plans.

What's the right move here? Ask my family to include them knowing that it shakes up our dynamic, or figure out how to navigate his parents truly being alone for the holidays?



Dear Reader,

I empathize with the fantasy that there's an objective "right move" in this situation, but the reality is that different choices will have different consequences, none more "right" than the others. The best you can do is reflect on the options and, with the clarity that comes from reflection, choose the one that feels best for now.

I say "for now" because whatever you do this year isn't what you have to do forever. Your extended family is going through a significant transition, and at this time next year, and in the years to come, the dynamics will shift and settle. Eventually, your husband's parents might be fine attending a gathering together, or one or both might find a new partner and have other places to go. Holiday plans that make sense this year might look completely different in the future.

That should take some pressure off, because if whatever you do this year doesn't work out as well as you hope, you can view the decision as nothing more than a well-intentioned and temporary experiment.

To help you design that experiment, let's first think about the bigger dynamics at play. The reason you and your husband feel so conflicted is that your question touches on a complex intersection of family loyalty, emotional boundaries, and holiday expectations--each of which, by itself, is weighty and fraught. Add to this some painful childhood history, and it's easy to feel confused and pulled in different directions. Even so, your family had come up with a viable solution, and now this divorce has transformed what was once a manageable annual gathering into something even more complicated.

Read: The only two choices I've ever made

I want to emphasize the impact of this divorce not just on your holiday plans, but on the family as a whole. Although your husband and his siblings aren't particularly close with their parents, I imagine that they're still dealing with the emotions of what's known as "gray divorce"--a divorce that occurs later in life and that creates unique challenges for adult children. Many people assume that parental divorce affects adult children less significantly than young children, but it can be just as destabilizing, in different ways. Many adult children find themselves in exactly your husband's position--managing their parents' emotional needs while trying to maintain their own family structures and traditions.

On a deeper level, a late-in-life divorce signals a fundamental shift in family identity--even if your husband's parents were less than ideal, he saw himself as being part of an intact family--and he has some adjusting to do. For one, he may be experiencing role reversal, in which adult children tend to take on a quasi-parental role and feel responsible for their parents' well-being. He may also be feeling pulled back into certain unhealthy family dynamics that he would rather avoid. Notice how the divorce has highlighted different coping strategies among the siblings. Your sisters-in-law have chosen strict boundaries in upholding their in-laws' traditions, whereas your husband feels pulled toward accommodation. This divergence can lead to resentment reminiscent of long-standing family roles (for example, was your husband historically the "responsible" or "peacemaking" child?). And finally, he may be feeling stuck in the middle of his parents' newly separated lives, forced to navigate competing needs and perceived obligations.

For all of these reasons, you might want to have a conversation with your husband about his emotional response to his parents' divorce. What does it bring up for him? How does it affect his relationship with his siblings and whether he feels alone or supported as his family goes through this change? What's driving his sense of responsibility to "take care" of his parents? Is it a genuine desire for connection, is it simply guilt, or is there also a sense of real compassion? Once you understand more about how he feels, the two of you can have a candid conversation about the three interconnected challenges you as a couple are facing: your husband's feeling of obligation to his parents, your commitment to your own family's traditions, and the broader question of how much responsibility adult children bear for their parents' emotional well-being.

Read: Couples therapy, but for siblings

If you can have these conversations with grace and empathy--for each other, for yourselves, and for his parents--you'll likely find that they not only help you understand each other better, but that the options are less binary than you presented in your letter.

For instance, you can ask his parents to join your family without "shaking up" your family dynamic by not focusing so much on whether his parents are having a good time, and just letting everyone be. You can choose not to invite his parents to your family's holiday gatherings but also not leave them "truly alone"--by calling or doing FaceTime instead, perhaps including some real-time virtual cooking or gift-opening. Alternatively, you can still do the simple dinner and gift exchange you've always done with both parents by telling them that if they don't feel comfortable being in the same room together, they can always say no--but that's what you're able to offer given that you have two families to consider, and three celebrations are just too many. Or you can decide that doing another simple dinner and gift exchange isn't that burdensome (because, as you say, it's "simple") and invite them individually for a version of the traditional plan--or schedule even shorter, separate visits with each of them.

As you become more flexible with the possibilities, remember that the goal isn't to solve their loneliness but to help them adapt to their new reality in a healthy way. Maybe that involves connecting them with community resources or social groups for divorced seniors, encouraging them to build their own new traditions and actively engage with their existing social connections while pursuing new ones.

All of these are valid ways to experiment with creating holiday celebrations that balance compassion for his parents with respect for your own family's needs and joy. As you do this, keep in mind that part of "taking care" of your husband's parents is helping them build independent lives post-divorce--and that this is one of the most caring things adult children can do.



Dear Therapist is for informational purposes only, does not constitute medical advice, and is not a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. Always seek the advice of your physician, mental-health professional, or other qualified health provider with any questions you may have regarding a medical condition. By submitting a letter, you are agreeing to let The Atlantic use it--in part or in full--and we may edit it for length and/or clarity.
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A Horror Movie About an Atheist Who Won't Shut Up

The hollowness at the center of <em>Heretic</em>

by McKay Coppins




This article contains spoilers for the movie Heretic.

When I was a Mormon missionary in Texas in the early 2000s, my companions and I used to get strange phone calls from a man with a British accent named Andrew. We didn't know who he was, or how he'd gotten the numbers for a bunch of Church-owned cellphones, but the calls always went the same. He would begin in a friendly mode, feigning interest in our lives and work. Then, gradually, the questions would turn confrontational as he revealed his true agenda: to convince us that everything we believed was wrong. Sometimes he'd drop cryptic allusions to controversial Mormon history that he assumed we didn't know; other times he'd try to fluster us with theological gotchas. Most of us found him amusing, and he became a figure of lore in our mission, someone to swap stories about--Andrew called again! But I remember finding the weird, gleeful quality of his performances mystifying. As a missionary in the Bible Belt, I could understand the proselytizing instinct of the Baptists we met who tried to save us from hell. Andrew, though, wasn't trying to convert us to anything in particular--he just wanted us to admit he was right. Later, I would meet missionaries from other places who'd gotten similar calls from an unidentified zealous Brit. Was this a hobby for him? An obsession? How much time was he dedicating to this project?

I never solved the mystery of Andrew. But when I returned home and joined the rest of my generation on the internet, I realized that his type--a man whose personal passion was to argue with random strangers for no evident payoff beyond personal catharsis--was not uncommon.

I found myself thinking about Andrew recently after seeing Heretic, a horror-thriller released this month by A24. The movie follows Sister Barnes and Sister Paxton, two young female missionaries for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints who show up on the doorstep of a man named Mr. Reed, played by Hugh Grant. He invites them in under the pretense that he's interested in learning about their faith, only to trap them in his labyrinthine home so he can torture them--first with a lengthy disquisition on the falsity of organized religion, then (in what may have come as almost a relief to the missionaries) with psychological torment and violence.

It is possible to read Heretic as a dark satire of a distinctly 21st-century type: the militant New Atheist who won't shut up. Smug and self-righteous, he is consumed with an absolute conviction in his worldview that would rival that of a Pentecostal snake-handler. He can't accept that he lives in a world where people--especially women--hold beliefs that he finds irrational. And in Heretic, the villain gets to act out what might seem like a fantasy for many such men: locking young religious women in his house and monologuing at them until they surrender to his intellect.

From the January/February 2021 issue: The most American religion

But if Heretic's strength is the spot-on characterization of its villain, its weakness is showing too much interest in his Reddit-level ideas about religion.

Right off the bat, you might be wondering just how watchable any of this is. In trying to describe the film to an Atlantic colleague recently, I explained that much of Heretic's first hour is devoted to the villain's philosophical arguments against religion. "Is it ... terribly dull?" the colleague asked. Like many of us, he had spent time in conversation with monologuing atheists, and did not come away thinking, That would make great cinema!

Mr. Reed's essential argument--which he delivers to the missionaries in a lengthy, Galt-like lecture from a faux chapel he's constructed in his house--is that today's major world religions are simply rearrangements of more ancient mythologies. The biblical character of Jesus Christ, he argues, is a rejiggered version of the Persians' Mithras, or the Egyptians' Horus, or the Hindus' Krishna--all gods who were purportedly born on December 25, who performed miracles and were resurrected after death. "My claim is that all 10,000 verifiable religions that exist worldwide right now are as artificial as the symbolic church you are standing in," Mr. Reed declares. "It is farce. There's nothing holy here."

Grant does his best to make this material compelling, performing it with a creepy, cool-professor smarm, and making entertaining use of various props (board games, pop records) to illustrate Mr. Reed's ideas. But the ideas themselves are the movie's biggest defect. Anyone who has given serious thought to religion is likely to find them too superficial and stale to be interesting.

"I found myself checking out a bit," one critic wrote in the Mormon journal Wayfare. "How many times have I heard this neo-Campbellian spiel that distorts Asian religions from the comfort of an armchair, reducing ancient systems of belief to the level of twentieth-century entertainment franchises?" Matthew Bowman, a historian of religion at Claremont Graduate University, wrote, similarly, that he "slumped a bit" in his seat as Mr. Reed sermonized. Bowman recognized his rant as a "fringe academic hypothesis" known as Jesus mythicism that's "rejected by nearly all scholars of Christian history and the ancient world" but that has nonetheless found "a vast array of adherents on the internet."

Just how seriously viewers are meant to take these ideas is open to interpretation. The character articulating them is, after all, a murderous psychopath. But the movie devotes considerable time to its villain's ideology and seems to consider his diatribes provocative and sophisticated, even profound. Bryan Woods, who wrote and directed Heretic along with Scott Beck, has said that Mr. Reed is meant to have a "genius-level IQ." It seems that we are supposed to think of Mr. Reed as brilliant but extreme--a man who, in the tradition of Marvel bad guys and Bond villains, takes a good point much too far. (Think of Black Panther's Killmonger.)

Eventually, Mr. Reed tells the terrified young missionaries that they're free to go but that they must choose between two identical doors, one of which he has labeled belief and the other disbelief. A test of faith has commenced. The movie, to its credit, allows the women at this point to challenge him intellectually. Sister Barnes, in particular, gets off a few lines about Mr. Reed's "thin rhetoric" and reductive framing. "There is an entire spectrum that your game is neglecting," she says, correctly. But unfortunately for her, and for viewers, she winds up dead a few minutes later.

Much of the Mormon discourse around Heretic has focused on questions of representation. Thirteen years into The Book of Mormon's run on Broadway, many in the Church are inured to seeing missionaries treated as punch lines; we're somewhat less used to seeing their throats slit on screen. When the trailer dropped this past summer, many Latter-day Saints assumed that the movie would be an anti-Mormon gorefest.

Graphic violence aside, the film is less antagonistic to Mormonism than other recent pop-cultural treatments. Unlike Hulu's Secret Lives of Mormon Wives--which draws on a microscopic subculture of swinger-adjacent Utah TikTokers to draw sweeping conclusions about their Church--Heretic's story is grounded in something millions of Latter-day Saints have actually experienced (missionary service, that is, not being trapped in Hugh Grant's basement). And unlike the 2022 FX series Under the Banner of Heaven, which dramatized a double-murder  committed by fundamentalists in the 1980s to advance its dubious thesis that Mormonism "breeds dangerous men," this movie doesn't seem to have any particular axe to grind with Latter-day Saints.

In fact, the two missionaries at the center of the story are sympathetic and complex. The actors, Chloe East and Sophie Thatcher, both grew up Mormon, and some of the most authentic moments in the movie were reportedly ad-libbed. (Ex-missionaries will chuckle when Sister Paxton assures Sister Barnes in one early scene that for every flight of stairs they have to drag their bicycles up, their future husbands will get "10 percent hotter.") Not everything in the movie rings true--most notably the groaner of an opening scene in which the two missionaries discuss condom size--but for the most part, I was pleasantly surprised by how well drawn the protagonists were. Maybe the bar is just exceptionally low. What does it say about Mormon media representation that the most sympathetic portrayal in recent memory involves missionaries getting violently tortured by a lunatic?

Read: The 15 films you should add to your watchlist this season

In their press tour, the filmmakers have repeatedly said that they wanted to take their Mormon characters seriously, to treat them with empathy instead of condescension. This admirable notion has been somewhat undermined by the film's marketing campaign, which has included, among other things, displaying fake MISSING posters for the fictional missionaries at the Salt Lake City airport, where hundreds of real-life missionaries fly in and out each day. (The Church's official response to Heretic, incidentally, focused on concerns for the security of its 80,000 missionaries serving around the world. "Any narrative that promotes violence against women because of their faith or undermines the contributions of volunteers runs counter to the safety and wellbeing of our communities," the Church spokesman Doug Andersen said in a statement.)

In the end, the film doesn't actually have all that much to say about Mormonism specifically. The filmmakers have been honest in interviews about the constraints they faced. When they first started writing the script, they realized they didn't know enough about religion to finish it. They had to spend a decade brushing up on religious texts and Richard Dawkins books before they felt they could return to the story. (Woods's wife, Julia Glausi, is a graduate of Brigham Young University.) The film they ultimately made is suspenseful, creepy, and expertly staged and acted. But I found myself wondering what the movie would look like if it had been made by filmmakers whose exploration of faith was less academic and more deeply rooted in personal experience--filmmakers who'd wrestled with religious questions deeper and more difficult than the ones their villain poses.

As it turns out, we almost got to see such a movie. In 2022, a group of student filmmakers at Brigham Young University made a short film called The Handbook that shares a premise with Heretic: Two Mormon missionaries enter the home of a seemingly sweet stranger who turns sinister and traps them inside. I got in touch with Brandon Carraway, who wrote and directed the short film with his wife, Hannah Grace, and he told me that the idea had grown out of his experience as a missionary. Most of the cast and crew, he said, had served Latter-day Saint missions as well. After The Handbook screened at a few festivals, an agent asked them to write a feature-length version. They started taking meetings with studios, but the project died after A24 announced it was developing Heretic. (A source close to A24, who requested anonymity because he wasn't authorized to speak on behalf of the movie, told me that the similarities between the films are "pure coincidence" and that Beck and Woods had not seen the short.) Carraway had nothing bad to say about Heretic but told me simply, "I think ours would have been a different movie."

In Heretic's climatic scene, Sister Paxton enters a dark, leaky subbasement and discovers a room filled with women being held in dog cages. She and her companion, it turns out, were not Mr. Reed's first victims. On cue, the villain materializes to deliver the argument to which he's been building throughout the movie. The "one true religion," he tells the young missionary, is "control."

The upsetting scene has drawn a variety of complaints. Some think the glib ambiguity about the women's fate is irresponsible. Others take issue with the substance of Mr. Reed's claim (though I'd argue their real issue is with Karl Marx, who beat him to this particular insight about 150 years ago). But the scene I left the theater thinking about takes place a few minutes later. Sister Paxton and Mr. Reed lie bleeding out on the floor of the basement, apparently on the verge of death. For the first time in the movie, we see the devout young missionary pray, but not before delivering an eloquent monologue of her own--about the scientific inefficacy of prayer. In between pained gasps, she recites the findings of a 1998 Templeton Foundation study on intercessory prayer, which found no connection between medical outcomes and divine appeals. "I think it's beautiful that people pray for each other, even though we all probably know deep down it doesn't make a difference," the missionary says. "It's just nice to think about someone other than yourself."

It's a sweet sentiment, but it feels more like a secular screenwriter's cop-out than a sincere articulation of how most devout people feel when communing with God. The people I know who pray are not consumed with questions like Does this work? Where's the proof? Am I right? The real beauty in prayer, like religion in general, is in its transcendence of the empirical and its embrace of the mysterious and divine. Faith, much to the frustration of the world's Mr. Reeds, is not something one can be talked out of.
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When Haruki Murakami Takes His Own Magic for Granted

The Japanese author's popularity rests on a blend of mystery and accessibility. His latest novel fails to achieve that balance.

by Randy Boyagoda




Haruki Murakami's new novel, The City and Its Uncertain Walls, features an imaginary world that is both intricate and baffling: A parallel universe contains a walled city, which contains a library, which contains orbs that contain people's dreams. Exploring them is an unnamed, middle-aged narrator accompanied by a teenage girl whom he somehow met decades ago. Moving back and forth between this universe and mundane reality, he begins to wonder which version of himself is the real one--the "Dream Reader" or the bored employee of a Tokyo book distributor. For Murakami's millions of readers, this confounding premise will sound familiar, even exciting, especially because the new book shares many elements with his first major novel, the confidently weird and exciting Hard-Boiled Wonderland and the End of the World. Both stories could serve as metaphors for the beguiling, febrile experience of reading Murakami's best fiction. As his new narrator puts it: "Lots of questions, but no clear-cut answers. The meaning of it all totally eluded me. Many mysterious doors before me, but no key that fit. What I could understand (or faintly perceive) was that there was an extraordinary, special power at work."

The narrator is describing his lonely, searching life but also evoking and drawing on the allure of the Murakami-verse, a body of work that feels both labyrinthine and accessible. In this balance lies the bravura, idiosyncratic source of Murakami's popularity. Like Hemingway's simple sentences, this style is harder than it looks to achieve; also like Hemingway, Murakami doesn't always pull it off.

The 75-year-old writer's novels and stories, which are marked by a distinct combination of strange happenings and plainspoken feelings, have been translated into more than 50 languages. This new novel, his first release in the United States in six years, was his native Japan's best-selling book for six months in 2023, "beating out a guidebook for the latest Pokemon game on Nintendo Switch," according to The Japan Times. At the same time, Murakami commands close attention from critics and scholars, and most Octobers, his name comes up in Nobel Prize predictions. His new novel, however, rests on this blend of high and broad appeal without, in the end, either justifying or deepening it. Only the already initiated are allowed entry into the walled-in city of Murakami's imagination; the rest are left to wander about, casualties of what reads a lot like presumption, if not self-satisfaction.

The City and Its Uncertain Walls begins, promisingly, like a fable: The narrator speaks directly to the young woman, remembering their teenage romance with lyric clarity, as conveyed by the longtime Murakami translator Philip Gabriel: "On that summer evening we were heading up the river, the sweet fragrance of grass wafting over us ... You'd stuck your flat red sandals in your yellow plastic shoulder bag and were walking from one sandbank to the next, just ahead of me. Wet blades of grass were pasted to your wet calves, wonderful green punctuation marks." The young woman had told him at the time about a distant town: "The real me lives there, in that town surrounded by a wall."

Were this a story from the Middle Ages, we'd recognize this as a message-bearing allegory: We reserve our most private and truest self for people who prove worthy; often, they must undertake a difficult journey to reach us. The narrator, as a young man, begins visiting this town, where time never passes, in chapters that contrast with his stale school and family life in "the real world." With gratitude and wonder, he marvels that he and his girlfriend are able to "create and share a special, secret world of our own." That said, something both basic and profound separates them (although Murakami never really accounts for it): The narrator retains a single identity and consciousness across both worlds, whereas the unnamed girlfriend splits in two--the real-world version, who knows about the city, and the one who lives there and seems to be unaware of the other reality.

The IRL girlfriend disappears suddenly from the narrator's (real) life, cutting off his access to the walled-in city. Some 20 years later, all grown up into a standard Murakami man--listless, shy, introspective--he drudges through his day job in Tokyo, his existence enlivened only by memories of that more vivid world. At melancholic loose ends, he leaves the capital to work as a librarian in a remote village. There, he meets a chatty old man. With his subtle guidance, the narrator finds his way back to the walled-in city, where he reencounters his girlfriend, who is still a teenager--and who has no memory of him. No matter; he's largely pleased just to be there, spending time with her, sipping tea, and reading the orb-shaped dreams housed in the city's library.

Read: Where my characters come from

There are clear parallels between this library and its real-world equivalent in the village, but what does it mean to read a dream rather than a book? The narrator holds an orb for "about five minutes," feels a warm glow, and "then the dreams would begin to spin their way into me, hesitantly, at first, like a silkworm emitting a thread, then with more enthusiasm. They had something they needed to relate." This act of dream-reading both enlarges his life and frees the dreams from their shelves. We are again in the realm of allegory: This is what happens when readers and books come together. Murakami offers variations on this theme throughout the novel. Some readers may feel flattered and affirmed by the analogy, ensorcelled by the Murakami-verse. Others may want him to do more with the story itself--for instance, to describe more of those library dreams instead of mostly just rhapsodizing over the experience of handling them.

Some genuine drama develops back in the village. The narrator befriends a quietly intense boy who spends his days reading in the (real-world) library. The boy shows the narrator an unnervingly accurate map of the other place; we learn that he "found a way to get to the walled-in town (though I had no idea how)." After the boy disappears into that world, his brothers ask the narrator for help: Does he have the boy's map? He says no. "This was a lie," he tells us. "The map was in a drawer back in my house. But I didn't feel like showing it to them."

The brothers are eager to recover the boy. To the narrator, however (and perhaps to Murakami), they are banal workaday types who want to trap the boy in a reality where he's treated like a misfit. Wouldn't it be better, the narrator thinks, for the boy to explore dreams and meet unicorns? And--to extend the now-too-obvious allegory--isn't it the heroic work of writers to bestow imagined worlds on readers, especially those who struggle in the rest of their life? This is an attractive idea, though morally unsettling--especially in the novel. The narrator is withholding information from a family seeking a lost child. Murakami, for his part, is withholding context--without knowing more about the city's strange dreams, the reader must take it on faith that they justify abandoning reality. And the narrator isn't unreliable or even conflicted: You read fruitlessly in hopes of sussing out as much. Murakami doesn't only gloss over ethical questions; he lets the subplot of the missing boy recede, and leaves unexplored the implications of submitting so completely to the power of stories.

The novel's action instead moves on to yet more sweet-toned labors in the dream library, with a pointed shout-out to Gabriel Garcia Marquez along the way. The narrator calls the author's work "ordinary" rather than "magical" realism, because "in the world he inhabits the real and the unreal coexist and he just describes the scenes the way he sees them." This is clearly Murakami explaining, if not defending, his own method: a kind of imaginative liberation from the conventional coherences of novels that just reflect and ratify the stifling world as it is.

But as heretical as this might be to say about a Murakami novel, I simply wanted this one to make more sense--in terms of plot, character, ideas, and world-building--and to do so on its own terms instead of depending on buttressing from other works, whether those by Marquez or by Murakami himself. Yes, longtime fans will fill in the gaps, especially given the many explicit connections to Hard-Boiled Wonderland (which also features a dream reader in a mysterious library, albeit with a day job at a data factory). And beyond the dream eggs and Murakami-brand Easter eggs, less devoted readers will nevertheless recognize, perhaps too readily, patterns that recur across his many other books: parallel worlds and competing realities, ordinary people on a quest to find a loved one, mysterious guides with unclear motives, symbolically significant libraries, objectifying descriptions of women's bodies.

Maybe as a sign of his own misgivings about the novel's stand-alone status, Murakami includes an afterword in which he discusses its origins in a 1980 short story, which was also the source material for Hard-Boiled Wonderland; its gestation as he evolved from a jazz-cafe proprietor into a globally famous novelist; and, finally, its pandemic-era revival and completion.

All of this is interesting if you're keen to be let in on a famous writer's story-making secrets at a late stage in his career--but alas, it's not much more. Because what really drives most of us to stay with a big and difficult novel is our desire to figure out what's happening, in higher-order ways if not merely on a literal level, so that our ideas about stories, or the world, or ourselves, or, ideally, all of that, are changed. Murakami's best books magnificently bend these questions into weird and exhilarating shapes. This new one soft-boils them.
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Aftermath

A poem for Wednesday

by Susan Mitchell




Of what, you may ask--love affair, divorce, death, storm
 illness, joy, betrayal, revelation, blessing?
 
 In my courtyard, a heap of stuff blown from many directions--
 wet socks, branch about to bloom, TV antenna
 bent-over window screen, a sandbag without sand.
 
 I could set up shop, sell broken merchandise
 to the broken, sell wails and sobs to the grieving.
 
 Come by and buy this day with trees
 uprooted and boughs
 fallen, with flooded kitchens honking geese and two
 ravens solemn as undertakers in black suits
 strutting what might be a roof.
 
 In one corner, a heap of leaves--green, brown, red, and gold.
 My broom at the ready, I begin to sweep
 when the leaves let out a cry, and I leap
 
 back in terror at the voice of the inanimate, the blown
 to bits, the remnants of what was
 on my knees I lean in close, nudge away gently,
 gently lift leaf from leaf--
 
 three birds, each no bigger than my thumb,
 like me in shock or not yet fully awake,
 hold mum-still
 whirl up a sudden, wings brushing my face.
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The International Criminal Court Shows Its Mettle

International law has always been aspirational. The decision on Israel brings it closer.

by Arash Azizi




Passing judgment on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was never going to be simple for the International Criminal Court. Even harder than acting fairly and impartially would be appearing to have done so, in a conflict that stirs fierce passions the world over.

On top of that, equality before the law is a basic principle of justice, but until this point, the ICC has mainly prosecuted authoritarian and non-Western leaders. Almost all of the court's top funders are Western democracies or their allies. Now, for the first time in its history, the ICC would be asked to assess the actions of a democratically elected government allied with the West, and to show that it could do so without special favor.

Last Thursday, the ICC rose to this challenge. A three-person panel at the court approved arrest-warrant requests for Israel's prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, and former Defense Minister Yoav Gallant. The Israeli officials are accused of war crimes and crimes against humanity, including the murder and starvation of Palestinians.

Eugene Kontorovich: The International Criminal Court's folly

Back in May, prosecutors also asked for arrest warrants for three Hamas leaders, who stand accused of extermination, murder, rape, and sexual assault against Israeli citizens during the attacks of October 7. Two of the three (Ismail Haniyeh and Yahya Sinwar) have since been killed by Israel. The ICC issued the arrest warrant for the third, Mohammed Deif. Israel claims to have killed him too, but Hamas has not confirmed his death.

The three judges who made the decision hail from Benin, France, and Slovenia, but were elected by all 124 member states of the ICC and went through a rigorous vetting process. Their months-long deliberations included engaging with the Israeli government and assessing its claim that its own courts could handle the matter.

Since its foundation, in 2002, the ICC has investigated crimes all over the world. It is limited in both the types of crimes it can investigate (genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity, and aggression) and its territorial jurisdiction (restricted mostly to its member states, which include countries in the European Union, Latin America, the antipodes, and half of Africa). Yet it has managed to levy charges for crimes committed in 17 countries and issue arrest warrants for despots such as Vladimir Putin, Muammar Qaddafi, and Omar al-Bashir.

For years, however, many non-Western leaders have accused the court of having a pro-Western bias. The arrest warrants against Israeli leaders offer the ICC an opportunity to prove otherwise. But much will depend on how seriously countries allied with Israel take the court's orders.

The court's members include the majority of Western countries, which will now be obligated to arrest Netanyahu or Gallant if either sets foot in their territory. Canada, one of the court's biggest funders, was among the first to commit to doing so. Belgium, Ireland, Portugal, Norway, Australia, Spain, Liechtenstein, the Czech Republic, Finland, the Netherlands, Denmark, and Slovenia have followed suit. Most other Western countries have treated the warrant with vagueness, generally agreeing that it is valid without committing specifically to arresting Netanyahu and Gallant.

Initially, only one EU member, Viktor Orban's Hungary, a self-described "illiberal democracy," outright opposed the warrant and even asked Netanyahu to visit. But on November 27, France declared that it considered Netanyahu immune from the ICC's order because Israel is not a member of the court. If this principle is to be applied elsewhere, Putin, too, should be considered immune, given Russia's non-membership in the ICC. The United States is also not a member of the court and is in fact openly hostile to its operations. The Biden administration has declared its disagreement with the arrest warrants, and surrogates of President-Elect Donald Trump have accused the court of anti-Semitism, promising a much tougher approach when Trump comes into office.

Netanyahu, like many others wanted by the court, will probably never appear before it. But that doesn't make the ruling meaningless. International law has always been aspirational, in part because the world lacks an international law-enforcement agency (Interpol serves only to coordinate among various national police forces). But international justice has more significance in the world today than at any previous time in human history. Dozens of treaties obligate countries around the world and are referenced every day in national and transnational courts, sometimes leading to real results for victims and perpetrators. Viewed from a long historical perspective, this is a grand achievement. And last week's ruling, by demonstrating an equal application of international law to a Western country, advances that cause.

In Governing the World: The History of an Idea, the historian Mark Mazower writes that the quest for a global court began before the First World War, with an enthusiastic, international group of peace activists who hoped that arbitration could bring an end to war. President Theodore Roosevelt, an ardent supporter of that movement, helped give tooth to the Permanent Court of Arbitration, founded in 1899 at The Hague. But advocates' hopes soon crashed into the gory realities of the 20th century. The First World War killed millions. The League of Nations, created in its aftermath, was soon overtaken by events: Liberalism retreated behind fascism and communism in the 1930s, and a Second World War followed the first, culminating in atrocities with little precedent in human history.

Arash Azizi: The problem with boycotting Israel

Still, the quest for international justice did not die. The defeat of Nazi Germany and of Japan, and the revelation of the extraordinary extent of their crimes, led to international trials in Nuremberg and Tokyo and the foundation of the United Nations.

Nearly a century later, the International Criminal Court was founded during the optimistic period that followed the fall of the Soviet Union, in 1991. Democracy appeared ascendant, maybe even inevitable. The genocides in Rwanda and the territories of the former Yugoslavia tempered that period's hopes--but they were met with international tribunals, which held out the promise that war criminals could no longer expect impunity. A United Nations conference in 1998, attended by representatives of 161 states, adopted the Rome Statute, which established the ICC four years later.

Many of the legal professionals who went to work for the ICC had been shaped by the experience of working for the ad hoc tribunals for Rwanda and Yugoslavia, which were relatively successful in delivering verdicts against human-rights offenders. For example, the Iranian Canadian lawyer Payam Akhavan served as a legal adviser at the tribunals for both Rwanda and Yugoslavia and then argued cases before the ICC, where he represented post-Qaddafi Libya as the country attempted to bring officials of the former regime to justice. In his book, In Search of a Better World: A Human Rights Odyssey, Akhavan describes the establishment of the ICC as the consummation of the idea of justice propounded at Nuremberg.

But the ICC has been bedeviled by controversy for much of its short life. In its early years, the court focused largely on African war criminals, because many of its member states were African. This led to allegations of bias. In the years since, it has expanded its operations across the world. And yet, most people live in countries where the court has no jurisdiction. Powerful nations such as China, India, Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia never joined. The United States, Israel, and Russia signed the Rome Statute but then withdrew their signatures. The year the court was founded, the United States adopted the American Service-Members' Protection Act, in which it promised to take any necessary measures to release "any U.S. or allied personnel" detained by the court.

A far simpler way of denying the court's authority is to ignore it. In 2015, South Africa refused to arrest Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir despite an ICC warrant. Earlier this year, Mongolia all but rolled out the red carpet for a visit from Russian President Vladimir Putin, the ICC's warrant for his arrest notwithstanding.

But none of this means that the court, or the quest for international justice more broadly, is ineffectual. Putin has had to skip many an international summit (he skipped the recent Group of 20 meeting in Brazil, just as he did last year's BRICS meeting in South Africa). And the ICC's legal work can be used by other courts to prosecute alleged perpetrators. In the case of Israel, Netanyahu and Gallant are unlikely to ever be tried in The Hague, but the world has become much smaller for them. The warrants also provide an opportunity for Israel's judicial system to prove its mettle: The ICC has declared that if Israel chooses to prosecute the allegations in its national court system, the warrants will be dropped.

The quest to have human conflicts decided by men and women in robes and wigs, and not just those in berets and boots, should resonate deeply with Israel's founding ideals. The state's declaration of independence in 1948 promised that it was "the natural right of the Jewish people to be masters of their own fate, like all other nations, in their own sovereign State." But it anchored this right in international law, pointing to the newly formed United Nations, which is mentioned seven times in the declaration.

Israel's first government was led by nationalists and socialists. But the country's first justice minister, and the architect of its judicial system, was one of the few signatories of the declaration who defined himself primarily as a liberal. A Berlin-born lawyer, Pinchas Rosen had moved to the British Mandate for Palestine in 1926, at the age of 39, having earned law degrees in Germany before the country's liberal traditions were destroyed by Nazism.

Israel was hardly a liberal paradise in its early years. It enforced a military rule over its Arab citizens until 1966. But Rosen did establish a robust court system and was adamant that the State of Israel was to be a state of law. The country joined the United Nations and, with such legendary diplomats as the British-educated Abba Eban, overcame the isolation of its early years to establish a seat for itself at the table of international law. Israel's occupation of Palestinian territories since 1967 has rightly called that commitment to the law into question; but it has also been the subject of contestation within the country.

Gershom Gorenberg: Israel's disaster foretold

Practically all of Israel's political leaders have condemned the ICC's decision. But some voices of dissent are audible. Naama Lazimi, a progressive member of the Knesset, called Thursday "a sad day for Israel" and put the blame for the decision on Netanyahu, not the court. "This was unnecessary," she wrote on X, adding that it could have been avoided if the Israeli government had undertaken an independent inquiry and pursued a settlement to end the war and return the hostages held by Hamas. "But Netanyahu chose and still chooses his own position and cynical and personal interests," she concluded: "The Hague has come out against Netanyahu, Netanyahu against Israel." The Israeli organization Peace Now has taken a similar position, blaming the country's leadership.

The long-term interests of Israel and those of enthusiasts for international law need not diverge. As a small country with many ill-wishers, surrounded by militias that clamor for its destruction, Israel often feels itself under siege and classifies any action against it as an unforgivable betrayal. But the country owes much of its past success to its recognition under international law and its membership in the community of democratic nations. Illegally occupying the Palestinian territories, and disregarding competent international forums such as ICC, serve to undermine that status. A world where liberal democratic norms, such as respect for international legal institutions, are more prevalent will ultimately be a safer one for Israel, especially if it wishes to fulfill the dream of its founders to be a Jewish and democratic state.

The call from The Hague should thus be seen as an urgent message that the country needs to correct its course and step back from the campaign it has pursued since October 2023. True friends of Israel are not those who attempt to shield it from international justice. They are those who remind it that as a sovereign nation, it has the right to defend itself--but not the right to be immune from legal judgment.
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The Fox News Rebound

After the 2020 elections, the network seemed in peril. Today, it's where Donald Trump goes for Cabinet members.

by David A. Graham




Updated at 11:50 a.m. ET on November 27, 2024

Four years ago, the long-running Fox News juggernaut suddenly looked precarious. The 2020 elections proved a major threat, as viewers abandoned the network and huge lawsuits threatened its coffers. Today, Donald Trump is headed back to the White House, and he's bringing a brigade of former Fox talent with him--a symbolic expression of the Murdoch-owned channel's astonishing comeback.

Leading the list are Pete Hegseth, a former frequent Fox presence who is nominated for secretary of defense, and Sean Duffy, a former Fox Business host (and U.S. representative) tapped to lead the Department of Transportation. They're joined by former Fox contributors Tom Homan (border czar), Tulsi Gabbard (director of national intelligence), and Janette Nesheiwat (surgeon general); former host Mike Huckabee (ambassador to Israel); guest host Pam Bondi (attorney general); and frequent guests Michael Waltz (national security adviser) and Marty Makary (commissioner of the Food and Drug Administration). Larry Kudlow passed this time on an administration job to stay at Fox Business.

David A. Graham: Tucker's successor will be worse

In some ways, this staffing strategy looks a lot like that of the first Trump administration. During that presidency, the network was closely intertwined with the White House; the Fox host Sean Hannity was sometimes called Trump's "shadow chief of staff," and Hannity's colleague Tucker Carlson became the leading exponent of Trumpist ideology in the media.

But the mostly synergistic relationship faltered in November 2020. Fox was the first network to forecast that Joe Biden had won Arizona, which infuriated both the Trump camp and conservative viewers. As the Republican Party became engulfed by bogus accusations of electoral fraud, Fox found itself in an uncomfortable in-between position. The network sometimes hosted Trump-world figures who repeated false claims, but privately, hosts ridiculed them. Meanwhile, hard-line viewers became angry with Fox's refusal to go all in on the Big Lie and started defecting to more extreme right-wing upstarts such as Newsmax and One America News Network; Trump lambasted his former Fox allies. Internally, the network was rattled, and leaders debated next steps. Rupert Murdoch had never loved Trump, and some of his children wondered whether the business would be better served by moving to the center.

Worse was to come. Fox may not have embraced voting-fraud claims as fully as other outlets, but it did air guests' statements that machines made by Dominion, a company that makes ballot-counting-equipment, had rigged the presidential election. Dominion sued for defamation, and a legal expert told CNN that the prospect of huge payouts represented "an existential threat" to the Fox Corporation. Fox finally settled the case on the eve of a trial, in April 2023, paying $787 million, though not before damaging internal communications had emerged as part of the litigation. A week later, Carlson--the network's most popular figure--was fired.

Read: What does Tucker Carlson believe?

So Fox's return to dominance today is somewhat surprising. Perhaps it shouldn't be. The network has led cable-news ratings for more than two decades, and weathered the loss of several prominent hosts before Carlson; as I wrote when he exited, anchors tend to need Fox more than Fox needs them.

Although Trump has sometimes tried to claim credit for Fox's success, what really seems to have happened is that Trump and Fox rediscovered a symbiotic relationship that allowed both to rebound. A spokesperson for the network pointed out to me that Fox has covered inflation, border security, and President Biden's apparent decline extensively, getting to those topics faster or in more depth than CNN and MSNBC did. These three issues were also among the most important in the latest presidential election. What seemed like adverse headlines for Trump, including the criminal charges against him, led to high ratings for MSNBC, but Fox still came out on top.

After years of mostly avoiding Fox, Democrats also began to appear on the channel to try to get their message out. Kamala Harris granted one of her rare national-media interviews to Fox's Bret Baier. Her vice-presidential nominee, Tim Walz, went on Fox News Sunday two weeks running in October. And Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, an early adopter of Fox guest spots, introduced himself at the Democratic National Convention in August by joking, "Here's a sentence I never thought I'd hear myself saying: I'm Pete Buttigieg, and you might recognize me from Fox News."

The aftermath of the election has many on the left feeling dejected and tuning out the news. MSNBC's numbers tanked in the week after the election, and the network's morning-show team of Joe Scarborough and Mika Brzezinski has endured backlash over their meeting for a reset with Trump at Mar-a-Lago. MSNBC's parent company is also spinning it off from NBC.

Adam Serwer: Why Fox News lied to its viewers

The impact of nontraditional news sources, including X and podcasts, on the election has brought a new round of predictions about the demise of traditional media. But Fox's rebound suggests a different conclusion: Perhaps the answer isn't that people are really demanding different kinds of news; it's that they just want conservative news. The nearly uniform shift rightward of the electorate in 2024 suggests that Fox was well positioned to both reflect and amplify voters' mood.

Trump, meanwhile, continues to gripe about Fox decisions, likely judging that his broadsides can help shape Fox's coverage to his liking. Shortly before the election, he demanded that the network stop airing paid ads that criticized him, whined when Baier interviewed Harris, and blasted Fox this summer after Paul Ryan, the former speaker of the House who sits on the corporation's board, criticized him. "Nobody can ever trust Fox News, and I am one of them," he posted, semi-grammatically. Trump's selection of so many Fox alumni for his administration is in part a reflection of his instinct that politics is really a form of entertainment, and one of the key qualifications he seeks in any aide is looking the part. But the appointments and nominations over the past two weeks also show that, much like the viewers who left Fox after the 2020 election but have since returned, Trump may not love everything Fox does, but he can't bring himself to leave it for good.



This article originally stated that Pete Hegseth is a frequent Fox presence; in fact, he was once so but has not appeared on the network since his nomination for secretary of defense.
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Kendrick Lamar Makes His Point Clearer

On his new album, <em>GNX</em>, a rapper who's obsessed with excellence tries to entertain the masses.

by Spencer Kornhaber




Mid is a perfect bit of new slang for a culture in which quantity is crushing quality, in which you can stream endlessly and feel nothing. What's also fitting is that the word has become a favorite diss in the rap world, the musical genre that has helped pioneer what mediocrity means today. To be clear: Hip-hop is our era's most dynamic art form. But it's also a content template, an expressive mode, that invites anyone with a mic and some talent to spam the internet with raw thoughts set to beats. According to some accounts, the term mid jumped from weed slang to the mainstream in 2021, in reaction to one of the many overlong and underdeveloped albums that Drake--the Spotify era's defining rapper--has released like so many tadpoles into a lake.

Kendrick Lamar has long styled himself as an enemy of midness. The 37-year-old Pulitzer Prize winner makes statement albums thick with meaning and detail. He tells cohesive stories by unpredictably varying his flow, voice, and production ideas; he challenges audiences with noise-jazz interludes and intricate wordplay. This musical ambition matches his persona: that of a disciplined justice seeker taking on the wickedness within himself and in the world around him. When he missteps--as he did in parts of 2022's sprawling Mr. Morale & the Big Steppers--it's from caring too much, trying too hard, and losing the listener while chasing difficult truths.

The expectations he's set for himself make his new, sixth album a bit surprising. Released without any warning on Friday, the 12-track GNX is terse, punchy, and, to an almost disconcerting degree, easy to digest. It polishes familiar Lamarisms and West Coast hip-hop touchstones--wheezing keyboards, drawling flows, the brittle bounce of Bay Area hyphy. The results come off as populism with a point: Lamar slightly compromising his standards in an attempt to raise everyone else's.

The album can't be understood without revisiting his battle with Drake, which unfolded earlier this year. The two rappers volleyed unverifiable allegations of pedophilia and domestic abuse in scathing diss tracks, but beneath that was a war about aesthetics. Lamar portrayed Drake as a vapid, exploitative pop star. Drake labeled Lamar as an egghead: "You better have a motherfuckin' quintuple entendre on that shit," he taunted. Lamar answered with "Not Like Us," a witty and wild takedown that became a radio smash and arguably the song of the summer. Its killer ingredient was its catchiness, proving Lamar's skills not just as an egghead but also as an entertainer.

GNX's opening track, "Wacced Out Murals," surveys the aftermath of that episode in a tone of despair, accompanied by baleful mariachi singing and strings. Lamar was widely celebrated as the victor over Drake, but he feels that the compliments he received were "back-handed," and that the lessons of his victory--basically, be better, morally and artistically--went unheeded. "All of y'all is on trial," he says, clocking hip-hop's present surplus of artists with private-life skeletons and "old-ass flows." The most surprising line: "Fuck a double entendre, I want y'all to feel this shit." Clearly, he doesn't want his message to be lost this time.

Read: It's not a rap beef. It's a cultural reckoning.

To that end, he styles himself as a sage, "writin' words, tryna elevate these children"--meaning both his fading peers and the younger generation who might build on his legacy. The chorus of "Murals" preaches hard work and self-determination to an imagined striver who wants to achieve Lamar's success. Later on the album, he advises listeners to turn Madden off, not get lost to social media, and handle disagreements in private. The final song, "Gloria," scans as a love song about a relationship's ups and downs--but he's actually rapping about his own romance with his pen. At a time when literacy rates are falling and mumble-rap reigns, Lamar wants to make writing sexy again.

The album's straightforward sound serves that mission. Adopting an amusing variety of delivery techniques--rasping staccato on "Peekaboo," Snoop-like butteriness on "Man at the Garden"--Lamar blasts through verses and hooks that will sound great at the Super Bowl halftime show next year. He alternates among jittery bangers, swaying R&B anthems, and big-important-message songs with cinematic orchestration. On "Squabble Up," the beat bubbles like a witch's cauldron as Lamar reworks a classic call-and-response refrain. "Heart Pt. 6" glides through Lamar's early-career memories over a shimmering neo-soul sample. In the instant classic "TV Off," Lamar shouts out Mustard in the manner of a soccer announcer bellowing "gooooaaaal."

Some of the music, however, comes off like a diet version of Lamar's best work. Many of the beats have a pillowy, thudding quality that might be attributed to the involvement of pop's vibes mastermind, Jack Antonoff. Certain lines rely on overly clunky allusions, half-baked metaphors, or both. "I put a square on his back like I'm Jack Dorsey," he raps, a lyric that wouldn't be out of place on one of those Drake albums that Lamar disdains.

The tensions of the album's approach are exemplified by "Reincarnated," on which Lamar imagines himself having lived a series of past lives as brilliant but doomed musicians. As Lamar raps in furious counterpoint with a sizzling Tupac sample, the music telegraphs big drama ahead. But ultimately, the track feels minor in the larger context of his career. The concept he's using--staging an intense inner dialogue about the state of his soul--has previously pushed him to heights of extreme emotion and thematic knottiness. Here, the payoff is oddly tidy: "I rewrote the Devil's story," Lamar concludes, summarizing what he just said for anyone who didn't get it.

Still, if the album's goal is to fortify Lamar's standing and evangelize his values, then it's mostly a success. He's still an agile, characterful rapper who's able to dart among styles and land punch lines. Most hearteningly, some of the album's best moments belong to relatively obscure L.A. rappers given a moment to flex. Each of them has a distinctive sound--Peysoh murmurs murderously; YoungThreat whispers off the beat--and delivers bars that hit as hard as any of Lamar's. Their presence makes the case that his ethos can be passed on, and that we are not doomed to a future of pure mid.
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The AI War Was Never Just About AI

Tech giants such as Google and Meta need something more than compelling chatbots to win.

by Matteo Wong




For almost two years now, the world's biggest tech companies have been at war over generative AI. Meta may be known for social media, Google for search, and Amazon for online shopping, but since the release of ChatGPT, each has made tremendous investments in an attempt to dominate in this new era. Along with start-ups such as OpenAI, Anthropic, and Perplexity, their spending on data centers and chatbots is on track to eclipse the costs of sending the first astronauts to the moon.



To be successful, these companies will have to do more than build the most "intelligent" software: They will need people to use, and return to, their products. Everyone wants to be Facebook, and nobody wants to be Friendster. To that end, the best strategy in tech hasn't changed: build an ecosystem that users can't help but live in. Billions of people use Google Search every day, so Google built a generative-AI product known as "AI Overviews" right into the results page, granting it an immediate advantage over competitors.



This is why a recent proposal from the Department of Justice is so significant. The government wants to break up Google's monopoly over the search market, but its proposed remedies may in fact do more to shape the future of AI. Google owns 15 products that serve at least half a billion people and businesses each--a sprawling ecosystem of gadgets, search and advertising, personal applications, and enterprise software. An AI assistant that shows up in (or works well with) those products will be the one that those people are most likely to use. And Google has already woven its flagship Gemini AI models into Search, Gmail, Maps, Android, Chrome, the Play Store, and YouTube, all of which have at least 2 billion users each. AI doesn't have to be life-changing to be successful; it just has to be frictionless. The DOJ now has an opportunity to add some resistance. (In a statement last week, Kent Walker, Google's chief legal officer, called the Department of Justice's proposed remedy part of an "interventionist agenda that would harm Americans and America's global technology leadership," including the company's "leading role" in AI.)

Read: The horseshoe theory of Google Search

Google is not the only competitor with an ecosystem advantage. Apple is integrating its Apple Intelligence suite across eligible iPhones, iPads, and Macs. Meta, with more than 3 billion users across its platforms, including Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp, enjoys similar benefits. Amazon's AI shopping assistant, Rufus, has garnered little major attention but nonetheless became available to the website's U.S. shoppers this fall. However much of the DOJ's request the court ultimately grants, these giants will still lead the AI race--but Google had the clearest advantage among them.



Just how good any of these companies' AI products are has limited relevance to their adoption. Google's AI tools have repeatedly shown major flaws, such as confidently recommending eating rocks for good health, but the features continue to be used by more and more people simply because they're there. Similarly, Apple's AI models are less powerful than Gemini or ChatGPT, but they will have a huge user base simply because of how popular the iPhone is. Meta's AI models may not be state-of-the-art, but that doesn't matter to billions of Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp users who just want to ask a chatbot a silly question or generate a random illustration. Tech companies without such an ecosystem are well aware of their disadvantage: OpenAI, for instance, is reportedly considering developing its own web browser, and it has partnered with Apple to integrate ChatGPT across the company's phones, tablets, and computers.

Read: AI search is turning into the problem everyone worried about

This is why it's relevant that the DOJ's proposed antitrust remedy takes aim at Google's broader ecosystem. Federal and state attorneys asked the court to force Google to sell off its Chrome browser; cease preferencing its search products in the Android mobile operating system; prevent it from paying other companies, including Apple and Samsung, to make Google the default search engine; and allow rivals to syndicate Google's search results and use its search index to build their own products. All of these and the DOJ's other requests, under the auspices of search, are really shots at Google's expansive empire.



As my colleague Ian Bogost has argued, selling Chrome might not affect Google's search dominance: "People returned to Google because they wanted to, not just because the company had strong-armed them," he wrote last week. But selling Chrome and potentially Android, as well as preventing Google from making its search engine the default option for various other companies' products, would make it harder for Google to funnel billions of people to the rest of its software, including AI. Meanwhile, access to Google's search index could provide a huge boost to OpenAI, Perplexity, Microsoft, and other AI search competitors: Perhaps the hardest part of building a searchbot is trawling the web for reliable links, and rivals would gain access to the most coveted way of doing so.

Read: Google already won

The Justice Department seems to recognize that the AI war implicates and goes beyond search. Without intervention, Google's search monopoly could give it an unfair advantage over AI as well--and an AI monopoly could further entrench the company's control over search. The court, attorneys wrote, must prevent Google from "manipulating the development and deployment of new technologies," most notably AI, to further throttle competition.



And so the order also takes explicit aim at AI. The DOJ wants to bar Google from self-preferencing AI products, in addition to Search, in Chrome, Android, and all of its other products. It wants to stop Google from buying exclusive rights to sources of AI-training data and disallow Google from investing in AI start-ups and competitors that are in or might enter the search market. (Two days after the DOJ released its proposal, Amazon invested another $4 billion into Anthropic, the start-up and OpenAI rival that Google has also heavily backed to this point, suggesting that the e-commerce giant might be trying to lock in an advantage over Google.) The DOJ also requested that Google provide a simple way for publishers to opt out of their content being used to train Google's AI models or be cited in AI-enhanced search products. All of that will make it harder for Google to train and market future AI models, and easier for its rivals to do the same.



When the DOJ first sued Google, in 2020, it was concerned with the internet of old: a web that appeared intractably stuck, long ago calcified in the image of the company that controls how billions of people access and navigate it. Four years and a historic victory later, its proposed remedy enters an internet undergoing an upheaval that few could have foreseen--but that the DOJ's lawsuit seems to have nonetheless anticipated. A frequently cited problem with antitrust litigation in tech is anachronism, that by the time a social-media, or personal-computing, or e-commerce monopoly is apparent, it is already too late to disrupt. With generative AI, the government may finally have the head start it needs.
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Taylor Swift Is a Perfect Example of How Publishing Is Changing

Swift is a symptom, not a cause, of the weakening bonds between celebrities and publishing houses.

by Lora Kelley




Among the details on Target's product page for the official Taylor Swift Eras Tour commemorative book--256 pages; 500 images and personal reflections written by Swift--was one unusual tidbit buried under the header "Specifications." Most of Swift's fans surely glossed over the section, which provided information less relevant than the book's cost ($39.99) and release date (in stores on Black Friday and online the next day). But the book industry noticed: Her publisher is listed as "Taylor Swift Publications." The superstar is bypassing traditional publishers and releasing her book herself. This perhaps isn't so shocking--she loves to cut out a middleman. Swift issued her Eras concert movie directly to AMC Theatres and began rerecording her early albums after an ownership dispute; she also has a long-standing retail relationship with Target, which will be the book's exclusive retailer.

For the companies that produce and sell books, this could be interpreted as a warning sign, because every dollar spent on what is sure to be a massively successful product (Swifties are such prodigious spenders that economists feared her tour would trigger a surge in European inflation) is a dollar that publishers are missing out on. Instead, her decision is less a bellwether for a big-name-oriented industry than a sign of the times--a symptom, not a cause, of a shift in the relationship between these businesses and the famous.

The day after Swift announced her book, David Shelley, the CEO of Hachette, one of the "Big Five" book publishers, said something at the Frankfurt Book Fair that got far less attention: He shared that Hachette will focus on introducing readers to an author's existing catalog, in order "to have a business that isn't super reliant on hits." Best sellers, established tentpoles of the industry, were now "icing on the cake," he explained. The book industry still welcomes the hype and sales that a star can bring, but more and more, publishers also rely on what they already have: generations' worth of older titles--what they call the backlist.

Shelley's sentiments reflect longer-term trends for celebrity authors. Swift isn't the first star to finesse her own advantageous publishing situation. Lately, various writers with meaningful personal resources--money, followers, notoriety--have struck out on their own or made nontraditional arrangements. Colin Kaepernick and Donald Trump have released books through their own outfits. In 2022, Brandon Sanderson, a prolific and popular sci-fi and fantasy writer, raised millions of dollars through a Kickstarter to self-publish four of his novels. Colleen Hoover, the mega-best-selling author of genre fiction, has continued self-publishing books even after entering into a relationship with Atria Books, an imprint of Simon & Schuster (along with signing contracts for forthcoming titles with two additional publishers).

But despite the profit incentives of doing everything yourself, it seems unlikely that every celebrity will follow in Swift's footsteps. Publishing a book is hard and expensive, and requires more than just publicity know-how. Few stars, especially those merely looking to burnish their personal brand, will have the stamina or interest to source editors, lawyers, designers, proofers, rights specialists, and all of the other professionals required to create, distribute, and sell a book. The editing process in particular is useful to many people "regardless of their stature," Jane Friedman, who reports on the publishing industry, told me. Plus, the less glamorous parts of publishing--How do you get your title into a local bookstore in Des Moines, or Munich? What happens if your shipment of books falls into the sea?--are better left as someone else's problem. Many celebrities less enthusiastic than Swift about building an empire may think, as Friedman put it, "Do I really need to futz around with this?" (Swift, with her Target relationship and merchandising expertise, is well equipped to futz around with it.)

If the value that publishers bring to authors can vary, the value that famous people bring to publishers has traditionally been significant. Shelley, the Hachette CEO and a self-professed Swift fan, told me that "obviously, I'd be lying if I said it wouldn't be my dream for us to publish a Taylor Swift book." A big best seller can buoy a business. At the 2022 antitrust trial over the proposed merger of Penguin Random House and Simon & Schuster, executives explained that "publishing is a portfolio business, with profitability driven by a small percentage of books." This setup means that a lot of resources are still marshaled toward projects for established authors, many of them famous.

But "celebrities are not some financial saving grace of traditional publishers," Friedman told me. They can be meaningful contributors to a company's bottom line, she said, but "they require as much work to sell well as most titles." Simply slapping a famous name on a book doesn't always move product. Sometimes, celebrities parlay their name and following into big-time sales and hype--though, of course, not all of them (or their projects) are created equal. Britney Spears's 2023 book, The Woman in Me, sold nearly 1 million copies, according to Circana Bookscan, which tracks sales numbers. In other cases, performance is less spectacular--see Billie Eilish's self-titled 2023 book, which sold only about 81,000 copies. Readers want something new and compelling to dig into, especially when they can see endless images and posts from their favorite stars online anytime. That sales variability for even big-name authors is part of why publishers have been doubling down on their new (old) stream of revenue.

The "Vegas" model of betting on a few big titles each year is receding in favor of a focus on what a company has already published (or obtained by acquiring the backlist of a competitor), Thad McIlroy, a publishing-industry analyst, told me. Long a smaller concern of publishers, interest in backlists accelerated as Amazon and social media scrambled the way books are sold and discovered. (See Chris Anderson's 2006 book, The Long Tail, published by Hachette, for more on that phenomenon.) Early in the pandemic, people were buying lots of books, many of them old, and this accelerated the shift: In 2020, two-thirds of book sales were backlist titles, and by 2022, that number was closer to 70 percent. Shelley reaffirmed to me what he'd said at Frankfurt: Although one-off wins are "always fun," an emphasis on the backlist and working with authors across multiple books is central at Hachette. TikTok in particular, he added, has "fundamentally altered" the way people find books, allowing decades-old works--he cited the late sci-fi author Octavia Butler's novels as an example--to find new and engaged audiences online.

Nothing happens very quickly in the publishing world, and a sudden break from big hits is unlikely. Swift's new book is more likely to become a memento than a classic; in the coming years, a more conventional project from the singer could well result in the kind of traditional book deal any publisher would be delighted to make. Already, the industry is awaiting her next work--Memoir? Long-rumored novel?--and guessing, or at least hoping, that she will turn to them.



Even so, one of the most likely (and most prudent) courses for the Big Five over the longer term may be to spend less energy chasing big names. Maris Kreizman, an author with deep experience in the industry, told me that she was optimistic about the change in priorities. "I hope that this would take some of [publishers'] attention away from landing the celebrities," she said. "The amount of time and energy they spend on those kinds of books could be used to help other books grow and find an audience." This virtuous cycle can happen only if publishers place the same kind of faith in other authors that they've been placing in famous figures; with fewer celebrities in the picture, perhaps they can focus on the weird, vibrant work of smaller authors. That sort of exodus, far from casting a chill through the book world, might actually make it more interesting.
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The Perception Gap That Explains American Politics

Americans overwhelmingly--but, it turns out, mistakenly--believe that Democrats care more about advancing progressive social issues than widely shared economic ones.

by Stephen Hawkins and Daniel Yudkin




In the aftermath of the 2024 presidential election, some commentators have argued that Americans don't believe that the Democratic Party shares their political priorities. According to a large survey we conducted immediately after the election, these critics are onto something. Americans overwhelmingly--but, it turns out, mistakenly--believe that Democrats care more about advancing progressive social issues than widely shared economic ones.

More in Common, a nonprofit, nonpartisan research organization we work for, asked a representative sample of 5,005 Americans to select the three issues that were most important to them. We then asked them to identify "which issues you think are most important to Democrats," and the same about Republicans. We used broad category labels rather than asking specifically about, say, "Democratic voters" or "Republican candidates," to capture general perceptions of each side. Then we compared these perceptions with reality.

Let's start with reality. We found that Americans have clearly shared a top concern in 2024: the "cost of living/ inflation." This was the No. 1 most chosen priority within every major demographic group, including men and women; Black, white, Latino, and Asian Americans; Gen Z, Millennial, Gen X, Baby Boomer, and Silent Generation age groups; working-class, middle-class, and upper-class Americans; suburban, urban, and rural Americans; and Democrats, Republicans, and independents. Democratic respondents' top priorities after inflation (40 percent) were health care and abortion (each at 29 percent), and the economy in general (24 percent). For Republicans, immigration came in second place (47 percent), followed by the economy in general (41 percent).

When it comes to how Republicans' and Democrats' priorities were perceived, however, we found a striking disparity: Americans across the political spectrum are much better at assessing what Republicans care about than what Democrats care about.

Thomas Chatterton Williams: What the left keeps getting wrong

When asked about Republicans' priorities, all major groups, including Democrats and independents, correctly identified that either inflation or the economy was among Republicans' top three priorities.

By contrast, every single demographic group thought Democrats' top priority was abortion, overestimating the importance of this issue by an average of 20 percentage points. (This included Democrats themselves, suggesting that they are somewhat out of touch even with what their fellow partisans care about.) Meanwhile, respondents underestimated the extent to which Democrats prioritize inflation and the economy, ranking those items fourth and ninth on their list of priorities, respectively.

By far the most notable way that Democrats are misperceived relates to what our survey referred to as "LGBT/ transgender policy." Although this was not a major priority for Democratic voters in reality--it ranked 14th--our survey respondents listed it as Democrats' second-highest priority. This effect was especially dramatic among Republicans--56 percent listed the issue among Democrats' top three priorities, compared with just 8 percent who listed inflation--but nearly every major demographic group made a version of the same mistake.

What explains why Democrats' priorities were so badly misunderstood while Republicans' were not? Our research suggests that one reason is the Democratic Party's relationship with its left wing.

In 2018, More in Common conducted a study called "Hidden Tribes," in which we identified clusters of like-minded Americans who share certain moral values and views on things such as parenting style. The study grouped them into seven distinct "tribes," each with a different worldview and way of engaging with politics. It also showed that much of the national political conversation is driven by small, highly vocal camps on each side of the political divide: on the left, a group we called "Progressive Activists"; on the right, a group we called "Devoted Conservatives."

Because these groups' voices are heard more frequently in the national discourse, their views tend to be confused for those of their party overall. (Think, for example, of the profusion of social-media posts, op-eds, and news coverage about the idea of defunding or abolishing the police in the summer of 2020--a view that was never widely embraced even by the populations most affected by police violence.) This leads people to think that each party holds more extreme views than it really does. For instance, Democrats think Republicans are more likely than they actually are to deny that "racism is still a problem in America," and Republicans think Democrats are more likely than they actually are to believe that "most police are bad people."

Our data, however, suggest that Devoted Conservatives' priorities are more aligned with those of the average Republican than Progressive Activists' are with those of the average Democrat. For example, Progressive Activists are half as likely as the average Democrat to prioritize the economy and twice as likely to prioritize climate change. By contrast, the biggest difference between average Republicans and Devoted Conservatives is on the issue of immigration, but the discrepancy is much smaller: Devoted Conservatives rank it first and Republicans rank it second. This asymmetry makes the confusion between parties' mainstreams and their more radical flanks costlier for Democratic politicians.

The outsize influence of Progressive Activists, however, does not fully account for the mismatch between perception and reality when it comes to Democrats' views on transgender policy. Our survey found that even Progressive Activists listed the issue as their sixth-most-important priority. So the belief that transgender policy is Democrats' second-highest priority must have other causes.

Read: Why Biden's team thinks Harris lost

One possibility is that Democratic advocacy groups are prominently pushing ideas that even their own most progressive voters are lukewarm about. Another is that Donald Trump's campaign successfully linked Kamala Harris's campaign with controversial transgender-policy stances. In a widely seen attack ad, a 2019 interview clip of Harris explaining her support for publicly funded sex-change surgeries for prisoners, including undocumented immigrants, was punctuated by a voiceover intoning that "Kamala is for they/them; President Trump is for you." In tests run by Harris's main super PAC, 2.7 percent of voters shifted toward Trump after being shown the ad--a massive result. The constant reinforcement of the link between Harris and this policy, coupled with Harris's apparent inability or unwillingness to publicly distance herself from it, likely reinforced Americans' association of trans issues with Democrats.

If elections are battles of perceptions, our data suggest that this was a battle Democrats lost in 2024. Despite the Harris campaign spending almost half a billion dollars more than the Trump campaign, Trump appears to have been more effective at defining Democrats' priorities to the American public. Caught between their leftmost flank and their opponents' attacks, Democrats were unable to convince the American electorate that they shared voters' concerns. If the party wants to gain ground in future elections, it will need to solve this perception problem.
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Moderation Is Not the Same Thing as Surrender

Democrats do not, in fact, face a choice between championing trans rights and completely abandoning them.

by Jonathan Chait




Before this month's elections, when Democratic candidates were being attacked for letting transgender athletes compete in girls' sports, trans-rights activists and their allies had a confident answer: They had nothing to fear, because anti-trans themes were a consistent loser for Republicans. That position became impossible to maintain after the elections, when detailed research showed that the issue had done tremendous damage to Kamala Harris and other Democrats. In fact, the third-most-common reason swing voters and late deciders in one survey gave for opposing Harris was that she "is focused more on cultural issues like transgender issues rather than helping the middle class," an impression these voters no doubt got from endless ads showing her endorsing free gender-transition surgery for prisoners and detained migrants.

Now some of the very people who pushed Democrats into adopting these politically toxic positions have shifted to a new line: Abandoning any element of the trans-rights agenda would be morally unthinkable. "To suggest we should yield even a little to Mr. Trump's odious politics, to suggest we should compromise on the rights of trans people," wrote the New York Times columnist Roxane Gay, would be "shameful and cowardly." Asked whether his party should rethink its positions on transgender issues, Senator Tim Kaine said, "Democrats should get on board the hate train? We ain't gonna do it." The writer Jill Filipovic recently argued that Democrats must refuse "to chase the median voter if that voter has some really bad, dangerous, or hateful ideas."

Refusing to accommodate the electorate is a legitimate choice when politicians believe they are defending a principle so foundational that defeat is preferable to compromise. But in this case, the no-compromise stance is premised on a fundamental misunderstanding of the options on the table. Democrats do not, in fact, face a choice between championing trans rights and abandoning them. They can and should continue to defend trans people against major moral, legal, and cultural threats. All they need to do to reduce their political exposure is repudiate the movement's marginal and intellectually shaky demands.

Read: The Democrats need an honest conversation on gender identity

The major questions about trans rights are: Do some people have the chance to live a happier and more fulfilling life in a different gender identity than the one to which they were born? Do some of these people need access to medical services to facilitate their transition? Do they deserve to be treated with respect and addressed by their chosen names and pronouns? Do they deserve equal protections from discrimination in employment, housing, and military service? Must society afford them access to public accommodations so as not to assault their dignity?

I believe the moral answer to all of these questions is a clear yes. The evidence also suggests that this is a relatively safe position for politicians to take. Americans broadly support individual choice, and trans rights fit comfortably within that framework. Sarah McBride, the incoming first transgender member of Congress, faced down bullying by her new Republican colleagues--an example of how Democrats can defend the dignity of trans people without allowing themselves to be depicted as extremists. The Trump administration is reportedly planning to kick transgender people out of the military, a move that only 30 percent of the public supports, according to a February YouGov poll. If Trump follows through, this fight would give Democrats the chance to highlight the pure cruelty of the Republican stance.

Democrats mainly ran into trouble because they either supported or refused to condemn a few highly unpopular positions: allowing athletes who transitioned from male to female to participate in high-level female sports, where they often enjoy clear physical advantages; allowing adolescent and preadolescent children to medically transition without adequate diagnosis; and providing state-funded sex-change surgery for prisoners and detainees. The first two issues poll horribly; the last has not been polled, but you can infer its lack of support from the Harris campaign's insistence on changing the subject even in the face of relentless criticism.

I think there's a strong case to be made for the Democrats adjusting the first two of these stances on substantive grounds. But even if you disagree with that, as many activists do, there remains an almost unassailable political case for reversing course. Why not stick to what I'd argue are the clearest, most important cases where trans rights must be protected, while letting go of a handful of hard-to-defend edge cases that are hurting Democrats at the polls--yielding policy outcomes that work to the detriment of trans people themselves? The answer is that much of the trans-rights activist community and its most vocal allies have come to believe that the entire package of trans-rights positions is a single, take-it-or-leave-it bloc. That mistaken conviction underlies the insistence that compromise is impossible, and that the only alternative to unquestioning support is complete surrender.

This maneuver is common among political movements of all stripes. Consider how, say, Israel hawks routinely define being "pro-Israel" as not only supporting the existence of a Jewish state but also withholding any criticism of Israel's military operations or settlement expansion. Once you have defined acceptance of your entire program as a moral test, it becomes easy to dismiss all opposition as bigotry--hence the disturbing ease with which many Israel hawks routinely smear even measured criticism of Israel as anti-Semitic.

Examples of this dynamic are easy to find. Gun-rights advocates will denounce even the mildest firearms restriction as gun-grabbing and a rejection of the Second Amendment; some climate activists have extended the term climate denier from those who deny the science of climate change to anybody who rejects any element of their preferred remedy.

Helen Lewis: The worst argument for youth transition

Trans-rights activists have made especially extensive use of this tactic, frequently accusing anyone who dissents from any element of their agenda as transphobic. Quashing internal disagreements is a necessary step toward casting all dissent as pure bigotry. "A lot of LGBTQ leaders and advocates didn't want to say they had concerns because they worried about dividing their movement," the New York Times reporter Jeremy Peters noted.

Perhaps the nadir of this campaign occurred last year, when a group of Times contributors and staffers published an error-riddled letter attacking the paper. The letter accused the Times of "follow[ing] the lead of far-right hate groups" with its reporting on the debate among youth-gender-care practitioners about the efficacy of providing puberty blockers and cross-sex hormones to children. It effectively transmitted the message that calling into question any position maintained by trans-rights activists would create a reputational cost for anybody working not just in journalism but in other industries, too--particularly people in Democratic politics and other nonconservative elite fields. The hothouse dynamic no doubt contributed to Democrats' inability to form reality-based assessments of their positioning on the issue.

A few days after the election, Democratic Representative Seth Moulton told the Times, "I have two little girls. I don't want them getting run over on a playing field by a male or formerly male athlete." This sparked a furious backlash. Kyle Davis, a Democratic official in Moulton's home city of Salem, called on Moulton to resign. "We're certainly rejecting the narrative that trans people are to be scapegoated or fear-mongered against," he told reporters. Moulton has supported the Equality Act and the Transgender Bill of Rights, both of which would extend broad anti-discrimination protections to trans people. He has explained that he favors "evidence-based, sport-by-sport policies," rather than the sweeping bans favored by Republicans. But Moulton's general support for trans rights makes his heresy on female sports more, not less, threatening to the left.

The MSNBC columnist Katelyn Burns argues that placing any limits on female sports participation means denying trans women all their other rights. "If trans girls are really boys when they're playing sports ... then trans women should be considered men in all contexts," she wrote in October. That simple equation collapses under a moment's scrutiny. Female sports is one of the rare cases in which the broadly correct principle of allowing trans people to set the terms of their own identity can meaningfully inhibit the rights of others. One can easily defend Lia Thomas's right to be addressed as a woman and allowed access to women's bathrooms without supporting her participation on a women's college swim team.

In place of careful reasoning, advocates of the maximal position frequently resort to sweeping moralistic rhetoric. Innumerable columns after this month's elections have chastised moderates for "throwing trans people under the bus."

Arguing in this spirit, the New York Times columnist M. Gessen worries that trans people will be outright "abandoned" by the Democratic Party, and insists that Democrats cannot separate trans rights from other social issues, in part because Republicans see them all as linked. "On the right, all fears are interconnected, as are all dreams: Replacement theory lives right next to the fear of trans 'contagion,' and the promise of mass deportation is entwined with the vision of an America free of immigrants and people who breach the gender binary."

Helen Lewis: The only way out of the child-gender culture war

As they refine their position profile, Democrats should obviously continue to listen to trans people themselves about their priorities. Those priorities are not always uniform, however, nor are they perfectly represented by the activist organizations speaking on their behalf. Dr. Erica Anderson, a trans woman and the former president of the United States Professional Association for Transgender Health, has criticized rapid medicalization of gender-questioning youth. The trans writer Brianna Wu argues that the movement's adoption of more radical positions has imperiled its core goals. The tactic of smearing all of these critiques as "anti-trans" is deeply misleading.

In a column demanding that Democrats give not an inch on any element of the trans-rights agenda, the Time columnist Philip Elliott asserts, "Conceding ground to the winners, as seems to be the case here in a culture-war fight that is as over-simplified as it is ill-considered, is not a way to dig out of this deep hole."

But the hole is not actually that deep. Harris lost both the national vote and Pennsylvania, the tipping-point state, by less than two percentage points. A Democratic firm found that exposure to Trump's ubiquitous ads showing Harris endorsing free sex-change surgery for migrant detainees and prisoners moved the audience 2.7 points in his direction. And conceding ground to the winners is a time-honored way to escape political holes of any size. After Mitt Romney was hammered in 2012 over Republicans' desire to cut Medicare, Trump repositioned them closer to the center. In 2024, Trump partially neutralized the GOP's biggest liability, abortion, by insisting that he would leave the matter to the states, allowing him to pick up enough pro-abortion-rights votes to scrape by.

Gessen argues, "It's not clear how much further Democrats could actually retreat." But there is plenty of reasonable room for Democrats to retreat--on female-sports participation, youth gender medicine, and state-sponsored surgery for prisoners and detainees. You may wish to add or subtract discrete items on my list. I can't claim to have compiled a morally or politically unassailable accounting of which compromises Democratic politicians should make. What is unassailable is the principle that compromise without complete surrender is, in fact, possible.
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A Horror Movie About an Atheist Who Won't Shut Up

The hollowness at the center of <em>Heretic</em>

by McKay Coppins




This article contains spoilers for the movie Heretic.

When I was a Mormon missionary in Texas in the early 2000s, my companions and I used to get strange phone calls from a man with a British accent named Andrew. We didn't know who he was, or how he'd gotten the numbers for a bunch of Church-owned cellphones, but the calls always went the same. He would begin in a friendly mode, feigning interest in our lives and work. Then, gradually, the questions would turn confrontational as he revealed his true agenda: to convince us that everything we believed was wrong. Sometimes he'd drop cryptic allusions to controversial Mormon history that he assumed we didn't know; other times he'd try to fluster us with theological gotchas. Most of us found him amusing, and he became a figure of lore in our mission, someone to swap stories about--Andrew called again! But I remember finding the weird, gleeful quality of his performances mystifying. As a missionary in the Bible Belt, I could understand the proselytizing instinct of the Baptists we met who tried to save us from hell. Andrew, though, wasn't trying to convert us to anything in particular--he just wanted us to admit he was right. Later, I would meet missionaries from other places who'd gotten similar calls from an unidentified zealous Brit. Was this a hobby for him? An obsession? How much time was he dedicating to this project?

I never solved the mystery of Andrew. But when I returned home and joined the rest of my generation on the internet, I realized that his type--a man whose personal passion was to argue with random strangers for no evident payoff beyond personal catharsis--was not uncommon.

I found myself thinking about Andrew recently after seeing Heretic, a horror-thriller released this month by A24. The movie follows Sister Barnes and Sister Paxton, two young female missionaries for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints who show up on the doorstep of a man named Mr. Reed, played by Hugh Grant. He invites them in under the pretense that he's interested in learning about their faith, only to trap them in his labyrinthine home so he can torture them--first with a lengthy disquisition on the falsity of organized religion, then (in what may have come as almost a relief to the missionaries) with psychological torment and violence.

It is possible to read Heretic as a dark satire of a distinctly 21st-century type: the militant New Atheist who won't shut up. Smug and self-righteous, he is consumed with an absolute conviction in his worldview that would rival that of a Pentecostal snake-handler. He can't accept that he lives in a world where people--especially women--hold beliefs that he finds irrational. And in Heretic, the villain gets to act out what might seem like a fantasy for many such men: locking young religious women in his house and monologuing at them until they surrender to his intellect.

From the January/February 2021 issue: The most American religion

But if Heretic's strength is the spot-on characterization of its villain, its weakness is showing too much interest in his Reddit-level ideas about religion.

Right off the bat, you might be wondering just how watchable any of this is. In trying to describe the film to an Atlantic colleague recently, I explained that much of Heretic's first hour is devoted to the villain's philosophical arguments against religion. "Is it ... terribly dull?" the colleague asked. Like many of us, he had spent time in conversation with monologuing atheists, and did not come away thinking, That would make great cinema!

Mr. Reed's essential argument--which he delivers to the missionaries in a lengthy, Galt-like lecture from a faux chapel he's constructed in his house--is that today's major world religions are simply rearrangements of more ancient mythologies. The biblical character of Jesus Christ, he argues, is a rejiggered version of the Persians' Mithras, or the Egyptians' Horus, or the Hindus' Krishna--all gods who were purportedly born on December 25, who performed miracles and were resurrected after death. "My claim is that all 10,000 verifiable religions that exist worldwide right now are as artificial as the symbolic church you are standing in," Mr. Reed declares. "It is farce. There's nothing holy here."

Grant does his best to make this material compelling, performing it with a creepy, cool-professor smarm, and making entertaining use of various props (board games, pop records) to illustrate Mr. Reed's ideas. But the ideas themselves are the movie's biggest defect. Anyone who has given serious thought to religion is likely to find them too superficial and stale to be interesting.

"I found myself checking out a bit," one critic wrote in the Mormon journal Wayfare. "How many times have I heard this neo-Campbellian spiel that distorts Asian religions from the comfort of an armchair, reducing ancient systems of belief to the level of twentieth-century entertainment franchises?" Matthew Bowman, a historian of religion at Claremont Graduate University, wrote, similarly, that he "slumped a bit" in his seat as Mr. Reed sermonized. Bowman recognized his rant as a "fringe academic hypothesis" known as Jesus mythicism that's "rejected by nearly all scholars of Christian history and the ancient world" but that has nonetheless found "a vast array of adherents on the internet."

Just how seriously viewers are meant to take these ideas is open to interpretation. The character articulating them is, after all, a murderous psychopath. But the movie devotes considerable time to its villain's ideology and seems to consider his diatribes provocative and sophisticated, even profound. Bryan Woods, who wrote and directed Heretic along with Scott Beck, has said that Mr. Reed is meant to have a "genius-level IQ." It seems that we are supposed to think of Mr. Reed as brilliant but extreme--a man who, in the tradition of Marvel bad guys and Bond villains, takes a good point much too far. (Think of Black Panther's Killmonger.)

Eventually, Mr. Reed tells the terrified young missionaries that they're free to go but that they must choose between two identical doors, one of which he has labeled belief and the other disbelief. A test of faith has commenced. The movie, to its credit, allows the women at this point to challenge him intellectually. Sister Barnes, in particular, gets off a few lines about Mr. Reed's "thin rhetoric" and reductive framing. "There is an entire spectrum that your game is neglecting," she says, correctly. But unfortunately for her, and for viewers, she winds up dead a few minutes later.

Much of the Mormon discourse around Heretic has focused on questions of representation. Thirteen years into The Book of Mormon's run on Broadway, many in the Church are inured to seeing missionaries treated as punch lines; we're somewhat less used to seeing their throats slit on screen. When the trailer dropped this past summer, many Latter-day Saints assumed that the movie would be an anti-Mormon gorefest.

Graphic violence aside, the film is less antagonistic to Mormonism than other recent pop-cultural treatments. Unlike Hulu's Secret Lives of Mormon Wives--which draws on a microscopic subculture of swinger-adjacent Utah TikTokers to draw sweeping conclusions about their Church--Heretic's story is grounded in something millions of Latter-day Saints have actually experienced (missionary service, that is, not being trapped in Hugh Grant's basement). And unlike the 2022 FX series Under the Banner of Heaven, which dramatized a double-murder  committed by fundamentalists in the 1980s to advance its dubious thesis that Mormonism "breeds dangerous men," this movie doesn't seem to have any particular axe to grind with Latter-day Saints.

In fact, the two missionaries at the center of the story are sympathetic and complex. The actors, Chloe East and Sophie Thatcher, both grew up Mormon, and some of the most authentic moments in the movie were reportedly ad-libbed. (Ex-missionaries will chuckle when Sister Paxton assures Sister Barnes in one early scene that for every flight of stairs they have to drag their bicycles up, their future husbands will get "10 percent hotter.") Not everything in the movie rings true--most notably the groaner of an opening scene in which the two missionaries discuss condom size--but for the most part, I was pleasantly surprised by how well drawn the protagonists were. Maybe the bar is just exceptionally low. What does it say about Mormon media representation that the most sympathetic portrayal in recent memory involves missionaries getting violently tortured by a lunatic?

Read: The 15 films you should add to your watchlist this season

In their press tour, the filmmakers have repeatedly said that they wanted to take their Mormon characters seriously, to treat them with empathy instead of condescension. This admirable notion has been somewhat undermined by the film's marketing campaign, which has included, among other things, displaying fake MISSING posters for the fictional missionaries at the Salt Lake City airport, where hundreds of real-life missionaries fly in and out each day. (The Church's official response to Heretic, incidentally, focused on concerns for the security of its 80,000 missionaries serving around the world. "Any narrative that promotes violence against women because of their faith or undermines the contributions of volunteers runs counter to the safety and wellbeing of our communities," the Church spokesman Doug Andersen said in a statement.)

In the end, the film doesn't actually have all that much to say about Mormonism specifically. The filmmakers have been honest in interviews about the constraints they faced. When they first started writing the script, they realized they didn't know enough about religion to finish it. They had to spend a decade brushing up on religious texts and Richard Dawkins books before they felt they could return to the story. (Woods's wife, Julia Glausi, is a graduate of Brigham Young University.) The film they ultimately made is suspenseful, creepy, and expertly staged and acted. But I found myself wondering what the movie would look like if it had been made by filmmakers whose exploration of faith was less academic and more deeply rooted in personal experience--filmmakers who'd wrestled with religious questions deeper and more difficult than the ones their villain poses.

As it turns out, we almost got to see such a movie. In 2022, a group of student filmmakers at Brigham Young University made a short film called The Handbook that shares a premise with Heretic: Two Mormon missionaries enter the home of a seemingly sweet stranger who turns sinister and traps them inside. I got in touch with Brandon Carraway, who wrote and directed the short film with his wife, Hannah Grace, and he told me that the idea had grown out of his experience as a missionary. Most of the cast and crew, he said, had served Latter-day Saint missions as well. After The Handbook screened at a few festivals, an agent asked them to write a feature-length version. They started taking meetings with studios, but the project died after A24 announced it was developing Heretic. (A source close to A24, who requested anonymity because he wasn't authorized to speak on behalf of the movie, told me that the similarities between the films are "pure coincidence" and that Beck and Woods had not seen the short.) Carraway had nothing bad to say about Heretic but told me simply, "I think ours would have been a different movie."

In Heretic's climatic scene, Sister Paxton enters a dark, leaky subbasement and discovers a room filled with women being held in dog cages. She and her companion, it turns out, were not Mr. Reed's first victims. On cue, the villain materializes to deliver the argument to which he's been building throughout the movie. The "one true religion," he tells the young missionary, is "control."

The upsetting scene has drawn a variety of complaints. Some think the glib ambiguity about the women's fate is irresponsible. Others take issue with the substance of Mr. Reed's claim (though I'd argue their real issue is with Karl Marx, who beat him to this particular insight about 150 years ago). But the scene I left the theater thinking about takes place a few minutes later. Sister Paxton and Mr. Reed lie bleeding out on the floor of the basement, apparently on the verge of death. For the first time in the movie, we see the devout young missionary pray, but not before delivering an eloquent monologue of her own--about the scientific inefficacy of prayer. In between pained gasps, she recites the findings of a 1998 Templeton Foundation study on intercessory prayer, which found no connection between medical outcomes and divine appeals. "I think it's beautiful that people pray for each other, even though we all probably know deep down it doesn't make a difference," the missionary says. "It's just nice to think about someone other than yourself."

It's a sweet sentiment, but it feels more like a secular screenwriter's cop-out than a sincere articulation of how most devout people feel when communing with God. The people I know who pray are not consumed with questions like Does this work? Where's the proof? Am I right? The real beauty in prayer, like religion in general, is in its transcendence of the empirical and its embrace of the mysterious and divine. Faith, much to the frustration of the world's Mr. Reeds, is not something one can be talked out of.
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A Guide for the Politically Homeless

Those left adrift by Trump's rise must now engage in a new project.

by Eliot A. Cohen




Those of us who first became politically homeless in 2016 have lately been in a quandary: We need to figure out who we are. If we are not to succumb to the Saruman trap--going along with populist authoritarians in the foolish hope of using them for higher purposes--then we had better establish what we stand for.

Labels matter in politics. They can also lose their meaning. There is, for example, nothing "conservative" about the MAGA movement, which is, in large part, reactionary, looking for a return to an idealized past, when it is not merely a cult of personality. Today's progressives are a long, long way from their predecessors of the early 20th century--just invoke Theodore Roosevelt's name at a gathering of "the Squad" and see what happens.

Even the terms left and right--derived, let us remember, from seating arrangements in the National Assembly during the early days of the French Revolution--no longer convey much. Attitudes toward government coercion of various kinds, deficit spending, the rule of law--neither party holds consistent views on these subjects. The activist bases of both Democrats and Republicans like the idea of expanding executive power at the expense of Congress and the courts. Both see American foreign policy in past decades as a tale of unremitting folly, best resolved by leaving the world to its own devices. Both brood over fears and resentments, and shun those who do not share their deepest prejudices.

David Frum: A good country's bad choice

What is worse is the extent to which the MAGA- and progressive-activist worlds are more interested in destroying institutions than building them. Both denounce necessary parts of government (the Department of Justice on the one hand, police departments on the other); seek to enforce speech codes; threaten to drive those they consider their enemies from public life; and pursue justice (as they understand it) in a spirit of reckless self-righteousness using prosecution as a form of retribution. Neither group of wreckers, for example, would really like to see, let alone help rebuild, the great universities as politically neutral oases of education rather than incubators of their own partisans.

To call those made politically homeless by the rise of Donald Trump "conservatives" no longer makes sense. To be a conservative is to want to slow down or stop change and preserve institutions and practices as they are, or to enable them to evolve slowly. But in recent decades, so much damage has been inflicted on norms of public speech and conduct that it is not enough to slow the progress of political decay. To the extent that the plain meaning of the word conservatism is indeed a commitment to preservation, that battle has been lost, and on multiple fronts.

We certainly are not "progressives" either. We do not believe that progress is inevitable (and can be accelerated), or that history bends in a certain direction. Being on the right side of history is a phrase that sends chills down the spines of those of us who have a somewhat dark view of human nature. The notion that the arc of history bends inexorably toward justice died for many of us in the middle of the 20th century. Moreover, the modern progressive temper, with its insistence on orthodoxies on such specifics as pronouns and a rigid and all-encompassing categorization of oppressors and victims, is intolerable for many of us.

What we are is a kind of old-fashioned liberal--a point recently made by the former Soviet dissident Natan Sharansky. Liberal is not an entirely satisfactory term, but given the impoverishment of today's political vocabulary, it will have to do.

What does being a liberal mean, particularly in a second Trump term, when politics has become coarse and brutal and the partisan divide seems uncrossable?

It begins with a commitment to the notion of "freedom"--that is, a freedom that most suits human nature at its finest and requires not only the legal protection to express itself but a set of internal restraints based on qualities now in short supply: prudent good judgment, the ability to empathize, the desire to avoid unnecessary hurt, a large measure of tolerance for disagreement, an awareness that error awaits all of us. We agree with Alexis de Tocqueville, who argued in Democracy in America, that it is moeurs--mores or habits of belief or norms--and not laws alone that keep America free.

If this does not sound like a partisan political agenda, that is because it is not. It is, rather, a temperament, a set of dispositions rooted in beliefs about the challenges and promise of free self-government. It is an assertion of the primacy of those deeper values over the urgency of any specific political program, and reflects a belief that, ultimately, they matter more.

Cardinal John Henry Newman, whose early-19th-century writings shaped the idea of a liberal education, famously captured these qualities in his description of the product of such an education:

He is never mean or little in his disputes, never takes unfair advantage, never mistakes personalities or sharp sayings for arguments, or insinuates evil which he dare not say out loud. He has too much good sense to be affronted at insults, he is too well employed to remember injury ... He is patient, forbearing, and resigned, on philosophical principles; he submits to pain because it is inevitable, to bereavement, because it is irreparable, and to death, because it is his destiny. He may be right or wrong in his opinion, but he is too clear-headed to be unjust ... He knows the weakness of human reason as well as its strength, its province and its limits.


These qualities will, no doubt, seem otherworldly to many. They are not the stuff of which a vigorous political party will be built; they are easily mocked and impossible to tweet. They are more the stuff of statesmanship than politics. They will satisfy neither of our political parties, and certainly none of their bigoted partisans. They will not, at least in the short run, capture the imagination of the American people. They are probably not the winning creed of a political movement that can capture the presidency in 2028, or secure majorities in the House or Senate.

Caitlin Flanagan: The Democrats' billionaire mistake

But principled liberals of the modern American type can exercise influence if they are patient, willing to argue, and, above all, if they do not give up. We can write and speak, attempt to persuade, and engage. Our influence, to the extent that we have it, will be felt in the long term and indirectly. It may be felt most, and is most urgently needed, in the field of education, beginning in the early years when young people acquire the instincts and historical knowledge that can make them thoughtful citizens. It is a long-term project, but that is nothing new: The struggle to eliminate formal discrimination on the basis of race and religion in public life took a very long time as well.

True liberals are short-term pessimists, because they understand the dark side of human nature, but long-run optimists about human potential, which is why they believe in freedom. At this troubled moment, we should neither run from the public square nor chant jeremiads while shaking our fists at the heavens. We need to be the anti-hysterics, the unflappable skeptics, the persistent advocates for the best of the old values and practices in new conditions. We need to persistently make our case.

Nor is this a matter of argument only. We need to be the ones who not only articulate but embody certain standards of behavior and thought. We may need the courage that the first editor of this magazine described as the willingness to "dare to be, in the right with two or three." For sure, we should follow the motto that he coined for The Atlantic and be "of no party or clique." If that means journeying in a political wilderness for a while, well, there are precedents for that. Besides, those who travel with us will be good company--and may be considerably more numerous than we now think.
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Donald Trump Gets Away With It

Jack Smith is dropping the charges against the president-elect for his assault on the fundamentals of American democracy.

by David A. Graham




Donald Trump will never face federal criminal charges for trying to corrupt the 2020 presidential election, the fundamental democratic procedure. Nor will he ever face consequences for brazenly removing highly sensitive documents from the White House, refusing to hand them back, and attempting to hide them from the government.

Special Counsel Jack Smith, representing the Justice Department, today filed to dismiss charges in the two federal cases he was overseeing against Trump. Smith effectively had no choice. Trump had promised to fire him and end the cases as soon as he took office on January 20. (The president-elect reportedly plans to fire not only Smith but also career attorneys who were assigned to his team.)

In both cases, these were crimes that only a president could commit: No one else could have attempted to remain in office by the same means, and few people could have made off with boxes full of these documents. And only a president-elect with nearly unlimited resources could have gotten away with them.

Read: The Trump-Trumpist divide

Trump pulled off this legal trick with a simple and effective strategy of running down the clock until being reelected president. Traditionally, defendants have had two ways to beat a rap. They could convince a judge or jury that they didn't do the crime, or at least that there isn't enough evidence to prove they did. Or they could look for a way to get sprung on a technicality. Faced with a choice between A and B, Trump chose option C: weaponize the procedural protections of the American justice system against itself.

The problem is not that these protections exist. They are a crucial part of ensuring fairness for all defendants. But just as he has done in other circumstances, Trump sniffed how the things that make the American system great can also be cynically exploited. If you have sufficiently deep pockets and very little shame, you can snow a case under procedural motions, appeals, and long shots, enough to slow the case to a crawl. And in Trump's case, delay was a victory--not because he could put it off indefinitely, but because he will soon be president again, with the Department of Justice under his authority.

The strategy was not without risks. His claims of presidential immunity drew scoffs from many legal scholars, as well as judges on the first two levels of the federal court system. But the Supreme Court took as long as possible before issuing a ruling substantially agreeing with Trump--the majority included three Trump-appointed justices plus a fourth whose wife was deeply involved in the election-subversion effort.

Even then, the strategy relied on Trump winning the presidential election, which was not a sure bet. Had he lost, the cases would likely have continued, and he might well have lost those. The documents case, though not as grave as Trump's attack on the basic fabric of the Constitution, was clear-cut in its facts. And in the only criminal case against Trump that did go to a jury--widely viewed as the most tenuous case against him--he was quickly convicted. (Sentencing in that case is now indefinitely paused, also because of Trump's election.)

But in Attorney General Merrick Garland, Trump drew the ideal foil. The man overseeing the two cases against Trump is obsessive about proceduralism. His view was that the best way to restore the justice system, and the Justice Department, after the first Trump presidency was to do everything precisely by the book, no matter how long it took. It took quite a while--Smith was not appointed until November 2022, two months after the paperwork coup began and three months after the FBI seized documents at Mar-a-Lago. By the time Smith brought charges, in summer 2023, the timeline was tight, either for verdicts soon enough to inform voters or to avoid dismissal if a Republican won the presidential election.

This was the problem with Garland's calculation: It may have temporarily restored the proper function of the Justice Department, but it didn't win back public approval, nor did it really benefit the Justice Department in court. Garland appointed Smith as special counsel after Trump entered the presidential race, so as to create an appearance of insulation from politics. Little good that did: The Trump-appointed judge Aileen Cannon delivered a blatantly political ruling throwing the case out because she deemed the appointment unconstitutional.

David Frum: A good country's bad choice

Most important, Garland's attention to detail meant the system failed to do the basic work of holding accountable someone who had committed serious crimes in plain sight. And partly because of that, Trump will soon return to the White House with the power and intention to destroy all the independence and careful procedures that Garland took such pains to protect.

Not only that, but the Justice Department will be led by the lawyers who developed Trump's strategy. His new nominee for attorney general, Pam Bondi, spoke outside his trial in New York and defended him in his impeachments. His appointees for deputy attorney general and principal associate deputy attorney general, Todd Blanche and Emil Bove, represented him as defense lawyers. D. John Sauer, who argued the immunity case at the Supreme Court, will be solicitor general, the fourth-ranking post at DOJ.

The lack of accountability for January 6 is an affront to the Constitution. But the lesson that Trump will take from charges being dropped, along with the immunity ruling, is that the system is not capable of holding him accountable for most rules that he violates. The affronts will continue.
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The Democrats' Billionaire Mistake

In a populist moment, the Democratic Party had the extremely rich and the very famous, some great music, and Mark Ruffalo. And they got shellacked.<strong> </strong>

by Caitlin Flanagan




Let us extend our ethic of care to our celebrities, and in particular white celebrities, so many of whom contributed their time and talent to the Kamala Harris campaign. These people understand both justice and mercy, and their greatest concern is neither fame nor fortune, but the plight of America's--and the world's--most disadvantaged. Consider Mark Ruffalo.

The day before the election, he posted on Instagram a comedic short to "help Trump go bye-bye," a compilation of clips of Donald Trump saying "Bye" or "Bye-bye." The day before that, he'd posted a video of two young Native American people worried about the upcoming election: "We need a superhero," one of them says and, just like that: Mark Ruffalo! "It's scary," he says. "Trump does not care about the Native people."

He also posted a video he'd made with Rania Batrice, a Palestinian American who is a World Economic Forum "Exceptional Woman of Excellence." Ruffalo, however, was the star. The video was intended for voters so angry about the war in Gaza, they were considering a protest vote for a third-party candidate over Harris: "If you're thinking of voting for Jill Stein, please take a listen," Ruffalo said, in his compelling, patronizing way. "I understand how devastated and angry you are," he said. "For over a year now, many of us have been on the front lines of calling for the end of the genocide in Gaza and now the killing in Lebanon." Who is "us"? And where was the "front line"? West L.A.? Studio City? (Ruffalo, needless to say, has not spent the past year sharing his outrage over the Hamas attacks of October 7 that took 1,200 lives and precipitated the conflict.)

"We've been outraged at the Biden administration's complicity and inhumanity as the invasion has spread to Lebanon and marches closer and closer towards a forever war," he said, and offered the weirdest political pitch in history: Show up for Harris because "we can and we will hold her accountable on her first day in office." Even for those voters who might have shared his premises, it was a bizarre theory: Vote for a war criminal so we can frog-march her to American Nuremberg as soon as she climbs down from the podium.

Read: America's class politics have turned upside down

This is one of the things that white celebrities do best: forge a bond with members of a marginalized community, and then tell them what to do. But this time, it didn't work. What's a superhero to do when he learns that at least half of Native Americans voted for Trump? ("Long time coming," said a former vice president of the Navajo Nation, Myron Lizer.)

What about the gut punch of almost half of Latino voters choosing Trump? That's something the white celebrities weren't prepared for, and it hurt. But they had to put on a brave face. As Brad Pitt told Leonardo DiCaprio in Once Upon a Time in Hollywood, "Don't cry in front of the Mexicans." Let us respect the privacy of the white celebrities at this difficult time. Three-tenths of Black men under the age of 45 voted for Trump. There's no one with whom white celebrities assume greater common cause than young Black men. The Black Lives Matter protests were their Tiananmen Square.

The minute it became clear that Harris had lost, reporters and panelists began offering explanations--explanations so obvious that you had to wonder why they hadn't seen the loss coming. Of course they were correct: The results proved that millions of people don't want to see an apparently endless flow of undocumented immigrants entering the country; they loathe the way DEI absolutism empowered an army of bureaucrats to mete out mysterious punishments for ridiculous offenses. They don't want to hear anyone's pronouns; they don't want to be told that crime is down when they're busy getting carjacked; and they never, ever want to watch The View again.

These various social causes helped win Trump the election. His narrative didn't pass most tests of logic or economic theory and yet it was constructed on a foundation of grievances that rang true to millions of Americans, and Democrats met it with no narrative at all. It was as though the party had spent a quarter century running a very large tab, and on Election Day, the whole thing finally came due. I couldn't really attach that vague sense of the problem to any of its component parts, so as I always do when I'm confused about the Democratic Party, I called Noah Redlich.

"How did this happen?" I asked him, and he said something that not a single aggrieved commentator or anyone on the Topanga front line had said.

"When I heard J. D. Vance say that he was in fourth grade when Joe Biden voted for NAFTA, I said, 'We're screwed!'"

Noah is a second-year law student at Fordham University. I've known him since he was 5. At 7 he could tell you the name of every U.S. senator. It wasn't just a party trick--as he grew older, his interest in politics grew into a strong belief in the Democratic Party's potential to improve the lives of the working and middle classes. I spend a huge amount of time talking to Democrats, some of them extremely well versed in the party's positions on various topics. So why do I trust Noah more than these mandarins? Because more often than not, they'll break into an argument that requires me to accept that various facts on the ground don't exist. Noah has worked or volunteered on many campaigns, and when he would come back from a red state he would never say "Those Republican voters are scum." He would come back saying "These voters are concerned about ..."

"When Vance talked about NAFTA," Noah said, "it had a visceral connection with a lot of people who continue to be deeply affected by it. Even the name of that agreement has deep resonance for a huge number of people from Appalachia and across the Midwest, because they saw their manufacturing jobs disappear."

Industrial decline began long before NAFTA, of course, but it was an efficient engine for taking away jobs. Corporations did what they always do, if they're allowed to do it, which is chase cheap labor. Their response to union efforts and worker resentment was to say, You better just keep working or we'll send your jobs away.

"No one at the Democratic convention talked about NAFTA," Noah said. "How could they? They're too in love with Bill Clinton."

Bill Clinton spent his first year in office aggressively lobbying for the passage of NAFTA. He curried favor with Wall Street, and in 1999 signed the repeal of the Glass-Steagall regulations enacted after the 1929 stock-market crash, which helped lead  to the 2007-08 financial crisis and the Great Recession. He ushered in the era of the billionaire-friendly Democratic Party, which was somehow going to coexist with--and benefit--the members of its traditional stronghold: the working class.

Clinton once held a lot of credibility with the working class, but that was a long time ago. And yet the party remains so convinced of his popularity that it sent him to Michigan to campaign.

And then there's Hillary. "Noah, why in the world is Hillary Clinton still taken seriously by the Democratic Party?"

"I have no idea! She lost an election; her entire worldview has been rejected; people don't like endless free trade that sends their jobs overseas; they don't like the endless wars, like the Iraq War, which she voted for. People don't want that anymore. She's stuck in a previous era that people have moved away from."

And yet she wields a particular power at the most elite levels of the party. In the rooms where the rounds of toast are always spread with roasted bone marrow and the "California varietals" are always Kistler and Stag's Leap, and where the sons and daughters are always about to graduate from Princeton or rescue an African village or marry a hedge funder or become an analyst at McKinsey--in those lovely rooms, where the doors close with a muffled click of solidity, Hillary Clinton still wears the ring to be kissed.

She was perhaps the first person to launch a woke argument during a presidential campaign, ridiculing Bernie Sanders's intention to break up big banks by asking: "Would that end racism? Would that end sexism? Would that end discrimination against the LGBT community? Would that make people feel more welcoming to immigrants overnight?" Seeing that argument in its infant form, made by a woman who several times collected $225,000 in speaking fees from Goldman Sachs, is a reminder of how stupid and morally bankrupt it is.

For that matter, why does the party keep dragging Liz Cheney everywhere like she's Piltdown Man? Yes, there are Republicans who don't like Trump, but they don't hold much sway with Democratic voters. Nicolle Wallace and Bill Kristol do not a coalition make.

One thing the party needs to learn is that no one, anywhere, ever wants to be reminded of the Iraq War.

"It was disastrous to use her so heavily," Noah told me. "She represents the establishment, the ruling class that people rejected during this populist moment. These people aren't popular. That's why Donald Trump runs the Republican Party, not the Cheneys or the Bushes."

He's a second-year law student! Why couldn't the leaders of the Democratic Party see these obvious mistakes?

Harris's campaigning with Liz Cheney allowed Trump to say, as he did many times, that the Democrats are tied to the Cheneys and their endless wars, and liable to send your kid off to die in a foreign conflict. Trump ran as an anti-war politician, but he certainly wasn't one the last time he held office. He did most of the things Liz Cheney would have wanted him to do: He ripped up the Iran nuclear deal, and increased military spending numerous times. He was more hawkish on Russia than Barack Obama was, and increased sanctions against the country. I'm not saying any of these things were necessarily wrong, but it certainly wasn't John and Yoko on a bed-in for peace.

But all of these are mere blunders when compared with the real problem. The sign that needs to be Scotch-taped to a window at the Democratic National Committee should say: It's the billionaires, stupid. What ails us is that 60 percent of Americans live paycheck to paycheck, and 40 years of allowing private equity and an emergent billionaire class to have untrammeled power has created--in the country of opportunity--a level of income inequality that borders on the feudal. Changing that is supposed to be the work of the Democratic Party, but three decades ago, it crawled into bed with the billionaire class and never got out.

Billionaires are, of course, precious snowflakes, each one made by God and each one unique. But one thing unites almost all of them, be they Republican billionaires or Democratic billionaires: They want to protect a tax code that keeps their mountains of money in a climate-controlled, locked room.

Mark Cuban was a huge and very visible Harris supporter, but for a Democrat, he took some strange turns. He wanted Lina Khan, the head of the Federal Trade Commission, out of her post. Khan has taken on corporate monopolies that block competition and filed some of the most aggressive antitrust litigation in a generation, and has been especially critical of Big Tech. "By trying to break up the biggest tech companies, you risk our ability to be the best in artificial intelligence," Cuban told a reporter. The response to that was so severe that he backpedaled by saying that he was "not trying to get involved in personnel." Personnel? She's the chair of the FTC, not a booker on Shark Tank. Breaking up the monopolies that rule Big Tech would be very bad for Cuban, but probably give the rest of us some breathing room. (On the other team, Vance said he agreed with some of Kahn's positions.)

Thomas Chatterton Williams: What the left keeps getting wrong

In a populist moment, the Democratic Party had the extremely rich and the very famous, some great music, and Mark Ruffalo. And they got shellacked. Now a lot of people seemed stunned by what happened, sobered by it.

Cuban scrubbed his X account of all political posts, declared himself on "political vacation," and joined Bluesky, where, if not absolution, then at least a less political position could be staked out. He made a bad bet (why does Bezos make all the right moves?) and now needs to retool the factory.

Ruffalo appeared at a long-scheduled awards dinner for the ACLU of Southern California five days after the election. He got a little choked up, asked everyone to stand up and hug it out, and admitted that it had been hard for him to come to the event at all--which was a relatable position, because everyone hates the Beverly Hilton, but surely it was an easier gig than the front line?

But it's not the trans athletes or the immigrants or the wokeism that lost the Democrats this election. It's the rigged economy that has had its boot on the throat of working people for decades. Billionaires, even our very special Democratic billionaires, care about all kinds of things--and many of them peel off a lot of dollars for worthy causes, no doubt--but their political involvement usually comes with a specific price: that the party leaves alone the tax code that safeguards their counting houses.

And, really, after all the billionaires have done for the Democrats, is that too much to ask?
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What the Broligarchs Want From Trump

Tremendous power is flowing to tech and finance magnates.

by Brooke Harrington




After Donald Trump won this month's election, one of the first things he did was to name two unelected male plutocrats, Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy, to run a new Department of Government Efficiency. The yet-to-be-created entity's acronym, DOGE, is something of a joke--a reference to a cryptocurrency named for an internet meme involving a Shiba Inu. But its appointed task of reorganizing the federal bureaucracy and slashing its spending heralds a new political arrangement in Washington: a broligarchy, in which tremendous power is flowing to tech and finance magnates, some of whom appear indifferent or even overtly hostile to democratic tradition.

The broligarchs' ranks also include the PayPal and Palantir co-founder Peter Thiel--Vice President-Elect J. D. Vance's mentor, former employer, and primary financial backer--as well as venture capitalists like Marc Andreessen and David Sacks, both of whom added millions of dollars to Trump's campaign. Musk, to be sure, is the archetype. The world's richest man has reportedly been sitting in on the president-elect's calls with at least three heads of foreign states: Ukraine's Volodymyr Zelensky, Serbia's Aleksandar Vucic, and Turkey's Recep Tayyip Erdogan. Musk joined Trump in welcoming Argentine President Javier Milei at Mar-a-Lago and, according to The New York Times, met privately in New York with Iran's ambassador to the United Nations in a bid to "defuse tensions" between that country and the United States. Recently, after Musk publicly endorsed the financier Howard Lutnick for secretary of the Treasury, some in Trump's camp were concerned that Musk was acting as a "co-president," The Washington Post reported.

Read: Musk's Twitter is a blueprint for a MAGA government

Musk doesn't always get what he wants; Trump picked Lutnick to be secretary of commerce instead. Even so, the broligarchs' ascendancy on both the foreign- and domestic-policy fronts has taken many observers by surprise--including me, even though I wrote last August about the broligarchs' deepening political alignment with Trump. Though some of them have previously opposed Trump because of his immigration or tariff policies, the broligarchs share his politics of impunity: the idea that some men should be above the law. This defiant rejection of all constraint by and obligation to the societies that made them wealthy is common among the world's ultrarich, a group whose practices and norms I have studied for nearly two decades. Trump has exemplified this ethos, up to the present moment: He is currently in violation of a law--which he signed into effect during his first term--requiring incoming presidents to agree to an ethics pledge.

Trump--who infamously said of sexual assault, "When you're a star, they let you do it"--cites his celebrity as a basis for his elevation above the law. Many broligarchs also see themselves as exceptional beings, but arrived at that view through a different path: via science fiction, fantasy literature, and comic books. Ideas from these genres have long pervaded Silicon Valley culture; last year, Andreessen published a manifesto calling for "Becoming Technological Supermen," defined by embarking on a "Hero's Journey" and "conquering dragons."

Superhero narratives also appear to inform many of Musk's more eccentric political views, including his reported belief that the superintelligent have a duty to reproduce, and may help explain why in September he reposted a claim that "a Republic of high status males" would be superior to our current democracy. Last week, Musk likened Matt Gaetz, Trump's then-nominee for attorney general, to Judge Dredd, a dystopian comic-book character authorized to conduct summary executions. Musk seems to have meant this as a compliment. He described Gaetz--who, until his resignation from the House, was under a congressional investigation in connection with an alleged sex-trafficking scheme--as "our Hammer of Justice."

Read: What Elon Musk really wants

Whatever its source, the broligarchs' sense of their innate superiority has led many of them to positions on taxation quite similar to Trump's. In 2016, the Republican presidential nominee bragged about avoiding tax payments for years--"That makes me smart," he crowed from the debate stage. The broligarchs have quietly liberated themselves from one of the only certainties in life. As ProPublica reported in 2021, Musk paid zero federal income taxes in 2018 and a de facto tax rate of 3.3 percent from 2014 to 2018, during which his wealth grew by $13.9 billion. Thiel used a government program intended to expand retirement savings by middle-class Americans to amass $5 billion in capital-gains income, completely tax-free. The Trump-friendly broligarchs' political ascendancy turns the rallying cry of the Boston Tea Party on its head, achieving representation with minimal taxation.

In their hostility to taxation and regulation, the men who rule Wall Street and Silicon Valley resemble earlier generations of wealthy capitalists who enjoyed outsize influence on American politics. Even some tech barons who supported Kamala Harris clamored for the firing of Federal Trade Commission Chair Lina Khan, who favors vigorous antitrust enforcement. But the broligarchs are distinct from old-school American oligarchs in one key respect: Their political vision seeks to undermine the nation-state system globally. Musk, among others, has set his sights on the privatization and colonization of space with little or no government involvement. Thiel and Andreessen have invested heavily in creating alternatives to the nation-state here on Earth, including libertarian colonies with minimal taxation. One such colony is up and running in Honduras; Thiel has also invested in efforts to create artificial islands and other autonomous communities to serve as new outposts for private governance. "The nature of government is about to change at a very fundamental level," Thiel said of these initiatives in 2008.

Cryptocurrency is the financial engine of the broligarchs' political project. For centuries, states have been defined by two monopolies: first, on the legitimate use of coercive force (as by the military and the police); and second, on control of the money supply. Today's broligarchs have long sought to weaken government control of global finance. Thiel notes in his 2014 book, Zero to One, that when he, Musk, and others started PayPal, it "had a suitably grand mission ... We wanted to create a new internet currency to replace the U.S. dollar." If broligarchs succeed in making cryptocurrency a major competitor to or replacement for the dollar, the effects could be enormous. The American currency is also the world's reserve currency--a global medium of exchange. This has contributed to U.S. economic dominance in the world for 80 years and gives Washington greater latitude to use financial and economic pressure as an alternative to military action.

Read: What to expect from Elon Musk's government makeover

Undercutting the dollar could enrich broligarchs who hold considerable amounts of wealth in cryptocurrencies, but would also weaken the United States and likely destabilize the world economy. Yet Trump--despite his pledge to "Make America great again" and his previous claims that crypto was a "scam" against the dollar--now seems fully on board with the broligarchs' agenda. Signaling this alignment during his campaign, Trump gave the keynote speech at a crypto conference last July; he later pledged to make crypto a centerpiece of American monetary policy via purchase of a strategic bitcoin reserve. The day after the election, one crypto advocate posted on X, "We have a #Bitcoin president." The incoming administration is reportedly vetting candidates for the role of "crypto czar."

If American economic and political dominance recedes, the country's wealthiest men may be well positioned to fill and profit from the power vacuum that results. But is a weakened country, greater global instability, and rule by a wealthy few really what voters wanted when they chose Trump?

Musk spent millions of dollars to support Trump's campaign and promoted it on X. He's now doing everything he can to capitalize on Trump's victory and maximize his own power--to the point of siccing his X followers on obscure individual government officials. Some evidence, including Axios's recent focus-group study of swing voters, suggests that Americans may already feel queasy about the influence of the broligarchs. "I didn't vote for him," one participant said of Musk. "I don't know what his ultimate agenda would be for having that type of access." Another voter added, "There's nothing, in my opinion, in Elon Musk's history that shows that he's got the best interest of the country or its citizens in mind." Even so, we can expect him and his fellow broligarchs to extend their influence as far as they can for as long as Trump lets them.
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What Pete Hegseth Doesn't Get About Women in Combat

Trump's allies treat every change in social norms as a DEI project gone wrong.

by Juliette Kayyem




Donald Trump's choice for secretary of defense, the former Army National Guard major and former Fox News host Pete Hegseth, has no clear policy or management experience that qualifies him to run the Pentagon. What he has instead is a reactionary streak--one that's evident in his view that women should no longer have combat roles in the military. In his recent book The War on Warriors, he implies that women service members who have received military honors for their bravery were decorated because of "an agenda."

These comments reflect a broader tendency among Trump and his allies to treat every evolution in social norms as a triumph of "wokeness"--a DEI project gone awry. Having women in combat roles "hasn't made us more effective," Hegseth said in an appearance on the Shawn Ryan Show podcast earlier this month. It "hasn't made us more lethal." Hegseth seemed to suggest that women and men cannot behave professionally alongside each other. "Everything about men and women serving together makes the situation more complicated," he said. "And complication in combat means casualties are worse."

Hegseth's nomination may be in jeopardy following revelations that he paid a legal settlement to a woman who'd accused him of sexually assaulting her at a conference in Monterey, California. (Hegseth has said their interaction was consensual. Local police investigated the incident at the behest of an emergency-room nurse who'd treated the alleged victim, but no charges were filed.) After Trump announced his surprise pick, supporters of women in the military were quick to criticize Hegseth's views, albeit without naming him. In an interview with NBC News, Secretary of Defense Lloyd Austin repeated a well-worn defense of gender diversity: that women "make us stronger." Mark Milley, who served as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff under Trump, was more emphatic. "Don't lecture me about women in combat," Milley said at an event Wednesday. "Women have been in combat ... No one gives a shit if it's a woman or a guy to pull that trigger; you're still dead."

Jonathan Chait: Donald Trump's most dangerous Cabinet pick

Yet even these well-meaning defenses of female service members' equality sounded incomplete--like what you might expect to hear when men argue over what women can do. If the talking points are rusty, perhaps that's because the role of women in combat hasn't been much in the news since the final restriction was lifted in 2013. By 2012, when President Barack Obama began to consider a formal rule change, more than 130 women had died in the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, even though they technically had not been in combat. This is because women were excluded from combat roles such as artillery and close battle, but that distinction was becoming harder to maintain as the nature of warfare changed. The Pentagon had been slowly placing women in more dangerous roles in order to address staffing needs, even allowing them onto submarines. But the military still upheld a long-standing prohibition against deploying women for "direct ground combat," or DGC.

Jackie Munn: I felt more welcome in combat than I did on base

As the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars dragged on, the Pentagon was ultimately reduced to semantic games that downplayed women's roles, assigning them to combat troops but insisting, in accordance with DGC restrictions, that they were not waging war. The most absurd example involved the Marine Corps, which launched so-called female engagement teams to patrol among, make contact with, and gather intelligence from civilians in Muslim countries where strict cultural rules prohibit interactions between women and men. The female teams were deployed with Marine Expeditionary Units, assigned to be with or attached to combat units but technically not in combat.

The Pentagon ended up changing the DGC prohibitions because they were no longer sustainable for military purposes. Men with higher ranks and much greater responsibility than Hegseth long ago recognized that ending combat exclusion wasn't primarily a matter of women's equality, but of military readiness. Besides, the distinction between combat and noncombat roles had begun to vanish. As one Army official observed in 2012, in a "nonlinear battlefield, there are no safe jobs."

Up to now, efforts to reverse the Obama-era rule change have been quite limited, not least because women's presence in the military hasn't been terribly revolutionary in practice. Physical-fitness requirements continue to be rigorous. The Associated Press reported this week that only about 4,800 women are currently qualified for Army infantry, armor, and artillery jobs. The standard still demanded of the most elite combat roles means that the Navy's Special Warfare combat crew has only two women and the Air Force's special-operations team has three.

The numbers don't seem to matter to a nominee who has built his reputation on a broad sense of grievance and on claims that the military is putting DEI concerns first. "The dumbest phrase on planet Earth in the military is 'Our diversity is our strength,'" he said on the Shawn Ryan Show. How much Trump agrees with Hegseth isn't entirely clear, although the president-elect has complained about "woke generals" in the past. Unfortunately, that kind of rhetoric takes little account of what's really going on: The military's rules have changed to catch up with how military personnel operate in the real world, even if it annoys culture warriors on Fox News.
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A Good Country's Bad Choice

And what I got wrong about the 2024 election

by David Frum




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring coverage of the 2024 race and what comes next.


Once she became the nominee, I expected Vice President Kamala Harris to win the 2024 presidential election.

More exactly, I expected ex-President Donald Trump to lose.

What did I get wrong?

My expectation was based on three observations and one belief.

Observation one: Inflation was coming under control in 2024. Personal incomes rose faster than prices over the year. As interest rates peaked and began to subside, consumer confidence climbed. When asked about their personal finances, Americans expressed qualms, yes, but the number who rated their personal finances as excellent or good was a solid 46 percent, higher than in the year President Barack Obama won reelection. The same voters who complained about the national economy rated their local economy much more favorably.

None of this was great news for the incumbent party, and yet ...

Observation two: All through the 2024 cycle, a majority of Americans expressed an unfavorable opinion of Trump. Almost one-third of Republicans were either unenthusiastic about his candidacy or outright hostile. Harris was not hugely popular, either. But if the polls were correct, she was just sufficiently less unpopular than Trump.

Arguably undergirding Harris's popularity advantage was ...

Observation three: In the 2022 midterm elections, abortion proved a powerful anti-Republican voting issue. That year in Michigan, a campaign based on abortion rights helped reelect Governor Gretchen Whitmer and flipped both chambers of the state legislature to the Democrats. That same year, almost a million Kansans voted 59 percent to 41 percent to reaffirm state-constitutional protections for abortion. Democrats posted strong results in many other states as well. They recovered a majority in the U.S. Senate, while Republicans won only the narrowest majority in the House of Representatives. In 2024, abortion-rights measures appeared on the ballot in 10 states, including must-win Arizona and Nevada. These initiatives seemed likely to energize many Americans who would likely also cast an anti-Trump vote for president.

If that was not enough--and maybe it was not--I held onto this belief:

Human beings are good at seeing through frauds. Not perfectly good at it. Not always as fast as might be. And not everybody. But a just-sufficient number of us, sooner or later, spot the con.

The Trump campaign was trafficking in frauds. Haitians are eating cats and dogs. Foreigners will pay for the tariffs. The Trump years were the good old days if you just forget about the coronavirus pandemic and the crime wave that happened on his watch. The lying might work up to a point. I believed that the point would be found just on the right side of the line between election and defeat--and not, as happened instead, on the other side.

My mistake.

Read: Donald Trump's most dangerous cabinet pick

In one of the closest elections in modern American history, Trump eked out the first Republican popular-vote victory in 20 years. His margin was about a third the size of President Joe Biden's margin over him in 2020. For that matter, on the votes counted, Trump's popular-vote margin over Harris was smaller than Hillary Clinton's over him in 2016.

Yet narrow as it is, a win it is--and a much different win from 2016. That time, Trump won by the rules, but against the expressed preference of the American people. This time, he won both by the rules and with a plurality of the votes. Trump's popular win challenges many beliefs and preconceptions, starting with my own.

Through the first Trump administration, critics like me could reassure ourselves that his presidency was some kind of aberration. The repudiation of Trump's party in the elections of 2018, 2020, 2021, and 2022 appeared to confirm this comforting assessment. The 2024 outcome upends it. Trump is no detour or deviation, no glitch or goof.

When future generations of Americans tell the story of the nation, they will have to fit Trump into the main line of the story. And that means the story itself must be rethought.

Trump diverted millions of public dollars to his own businesses, and was returned to office anyway.

He was proved in court to have committed sexual assault, and was returned to office anyway.

He was twice impeached, and was returned to office anyway.

He was convicted of felonies, and was returned to office anyway.

He tried to overthrow an election, and was returned to office anyway.

For millions of Americans, this record was disqualifying. For slightly more Americans, however, it was not. The latter group prevailed, and the United States will be a different country because of them.

American politics has never lacked for scoundrels, cheats, and outright criminals. But their numbers have been thinned, and their misdeeds policed, by strong public institutions. Trump waged a relentless campaign against any and all rules that restrained him. He did not always prevail, but he did score three all-important successes. First, he frightened the Biden administration's Justice Department away from holding him to account in courts of law in any timely way. Second, he persuaded the courts themselves--including, ultimately, the Supreme Court--to invent new doctrines of presidential immunity to shield him. Third, he broke all internal resistance within the Republican Party to his lawless actions. Republican officeholders, donors, and influencers who had once decried the January 6 attempted coup as utterly and permanently debarring--one by one, Trump brought them to heel.

Americans who cherished constitutional democracy were left to rely on the outcome of the 2024 election to protect their institutions against Trump. It was not enough. Elections are always about many different issues--first and foremost usually, economic well-being. In comparison, the health of U.S. democracy will always seem remote and abstract to most voters.

Read: Trump's first defeat

Early in the American Revolution, a young Alexander Hamilton wrote to his friend John Jay to condemn an act of vigilante violence against the publisher of a pro-British newspaper. Hamilton sympathized with the feelings of the vigilantes, but even in revolutionary times, he insisted, feelings must be guided by rules. Otherwise, people are left to their own impulses, a formula for trouble. "It is not safe," Hamilton warned, "to trust to the virtue of any people."

The outcome of an election must be respected, but its wisdom can be questioned. If any divine entity orders human affairs, it may be that Providence sent Trump to the United States to teach Americans humility. It Can't Happen Here is the title of a famous 1930s novel about an imagined future in which the United States follows the path to authoritarianism. Because it didn't happen then, many Americans have taken for granted that it could not happen now.

Perhaps Americans require, every once in a while, to be jolted out of the complacency learned from their mostly fortunate history. The nation that ratified the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865 was, in important ways, the same one that enacted the Fugitive Slave Act in 1850; the nation that generously sent Marshall Plan aid after the Second World War was compensating for the myopic selfishness of the Neutrality Acts before the war. Americans can take pride in their national story because they have chosen rightly more often than they have chosen wrongly--but the wrong choices are part of the story too, and the wrong choice has been made again now.

"There is no such thing as a Lost Cause because there is no such thing as a Gained Cause," T. S. Eliot observed in a 1927 essay (here he was writing about the arguments between philosophical Utilitarians and their critics, but his words apply so much more generally). "We fight for lost causes because we know that our defeat and dismay may be the preface to our successors' victory, though that victory itself will be temporary; we fight rather to keep something alive than in the expectation that anything will triumph."

So the ancient struggle resumes again: progress against reaction, dignity against domination, commerce against predation, stewardship against spoliation, global responsibility against national chauvinism. No quitting.
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The Trump-Trumpist Divide

The incoming president wants to do things his voters have not embraced.

by Adam Serwer




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring coverage of the 2024 race and what comes next.


Members of Donald Trump's inner circle understandably wish to interpret the election results as a mandate for the most extreme right-wing policies, which include conducting mass deportations and crushing their political enemies.

But how many Trump supporters think that's what they voted for?

Many seem not to--persisting in their denial of not only Trump's negative qualities and the extremism of his advisers, but the idea that he would implement policies they disagreed with. There were the day laborers who seemed to think that mass deportations would happen only to people they--as opposed to someone like the Trump adviser Stephen Miller--deemed criminals. There was the restaurant owner and former asylum seeker who told CNN that  deporting law-abiding workers "wouldn't be fair," and that Trump would not "throw [them] away; they don't kick out, they don't deport people that are family-oriented." There are the pro-choice Trump voters who don't believe that he will impose dramatic federal restrictions on abortion; the voters who support the Affordable Care Act but pulled the lever for the party that intends to repeal it.

This denial suggests that voting for Trump was not an endorsement of those things but a rebuke of an incumbent party for what voters saw as a lackluster economy. The consistent theme here is that Trump advisers have a very clear authoritarian and discriminatory agenda, one that many Trump voters don't believe exists or, to the extent it does, will not harm them. That is remarkable, delusional, and frightening. But it is not a mandate.

Read: Voters wanted lower prices at any cost

During the last weeks of the campaign, when I was traveling in the South speaking with Trump voters, I encountered a tendency to deny easily verifiable negative facts about Trump. For example, one Trump voter I spoke with asked me why Democrats were "calling Trump Hitler." The reason was that one of Trump's former chiefs of staff, the retired Marine general John Kelly, had relayed the story about Trump wanting "the kind of generals that Hitler had," and saying that "Hitler did some good things."

"Look back on the history of Donald Trump, whom they're trying to call racist," one Georgia voter named Steve, who declined to give his last name, told me. "If you ask somebody, 'Well, what has he said that's actually racist?,' usually they can't come up with one thing. They'll say all kinds of things, and it's like, 'No, what?' Just because the media says he's racist doesn't mean he's racist."

I found this extraordinary because the list of racist things that Trump has said and done this past year alone is long, including slandering Haitian immigrants and framing his former rival Kamala Harris as a DEI hire pretending to be Black. He made comments about immigrants "poisoning the blood of the nation" and having "bad genes," an unsubtle proxy for race. Trump's very rise to the top of the Republican Party began when he became the main champion of the conspiracy theory that Barack Obama was not really born in America.

This is consistent with Trump voters simply ignoring or disregarding facts about Trump that they don't like. Democratic pollsters told The New Republic's Greg Sargent that "voters didn't hold Trump responsible for appointing the Supreme Court justices who overturned Roe v. Wade, something Trump openly boasted about during the campaign." Sargent added, "Undecided voters didn't believe that some of the highest profile things that happened during Trump's presidency--even if they saw these things negatively--were his fault." One North Carolina Trump voter named Charlie, who also did not give me his last name, told me that he was frustrated by gas prices--comparing them with how low they'd been when he took a road trip in the final year of Trump's first term. That year, energy prices were unexpectedly depressed by the pandemic.

Many Trump voters seemed to simply rationalize negative stories about him as manufactured by an untrustworthy press that was out to get him. This points to the effectiveness of right-wing media not only in presenting a positive image of Trump, but in suppressing negative stories that might otherwise change perceptions of him. And because they helped prevent several worst-case scenarios during Trump's first term, Democrats may also be the victims of their own success. Many people may be inclined to see warnings of what could come to pass as exaggerations rather than real possibilities that could still occur.

Read: The Trump believability gap

Watching Trump "go from someone who's beloved in the limelight to someone who's absolutely abhorred by anybody ... in the media is completely--I don't understand it. It doesn't make any sense to me," another Georgia Trump voter, who declined to provide his name, said to me. "And generally, the things that don't make sense are solved by the simplest answers."

This speaks to an understated dynamic in Trump's victory: Many people who voted for him believe he will do only the things they think are good (such as improve the economy) and none of the things they think are bad (such as act as a dictator)--or, if he does those bad things, the burden will be borne by other people, not them. This is the problem with a political movement rooted in deception and denial; your own supporters may not like it when you end up doing the things you actually want to do.

All of this may be moot if Trump successfully implements an authoritarian regime that is unaccountable to voters--in many illiberal governments, elections continue but remain uncompetitive by design. If his voters are allowed to, some may change their minds once they realize Trump's true intentions. Still, the election results suggest that if the economy stays strong, for the majority of the electorate, democracy could be a mere afterthought.
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Donald Trump's Most Dangerous Cabinet Pick

Pete Hegseth considers himself to be at war with basically everybody to Trump's left, and it is by no means clear that he means <em>war</em> metaphorically.

by Jonathan Chait




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.


For a few hours, Pete Hegseth's nomination as secretary of defense was the most disturbing act of Donald Trump's presidential transition. Surely the Senate wouldn't confirm an angry Fox News talking head with no serious managerial experience, best known for publicly defending war criminals, to run the largest department in the federal government. Then, in rapid succession, Trump announced appointments for Matt Gaetz, Tulsi Gabbard, and Robert F. Kennedy Jr. The appearance of these newer and even more aberrant characters, like a television show introducing a more villainous heel in its second season, muted the indignation over Hegseth.

Obscured in this flurry of shocking appointments is the fact that Hegseth's drawbacks are not limited to his light resume or to the sexual-assault allegation made against him. Inexperienced though he may be at managing bureaucracies, Hegseth has devoted a great deal of time to documenting his worldview, including three books published in the past four years. I spent the previous week reading them: The man who emerges from the page appears to have sunk deeply into conspiracy theories that are bizarre even by contemporary Republican standards but that have attracted strangely little attention. He considers himself to be at war with basically everybody to Trump's left, and it is by no means clear that he means war metaphorically. He may be no less nutty than any of Trump's more controversial nominees. And given the power he is likely to hold--command over 2 million American military personnel--he is almost certainly far more dangerous than any of them.

Hegseth began his involvement in conservative-movement politics as a Princeton undergraduate. He then joined the Army and quickly developed a profile, when not on active duty, as a budding Republican spokesperson. He testified against Elena Kagan's appointment to the Supreme Court (on the grounds that, while dean of Harvard Law School, she had blocked military recruiters from campus in protest of Don't Ask, Don't Tell) and lobbied in favor of the Bush administration's Iraq policy. As the Republican Party's foreign-policy orientation changed radically under Trump, Hegseth's positions changed with it. But his devotion to the party remained constant. After stints running the advocacy groups Vets for Freedom and Concerned Veterans for America, and a failed Senate campaign, he finally settled at Fox News, where he joined a chorus in support of Trump.

Along the way, Hegseth has written five books. The first, extolling Theodore Roosevelt's legacy, revolves around ideas that Hegseth has since renounced, after converting to Trumpism. Another is simply a collection of war stories. The other three, all published in the past four years--American Crusade (2020), Battle for the American Mind (2022), and The War on Warriors (2024)--lay out his worldview in florid, explicit, and often terrifying detail.

A foundational tenet of Hegseth's philosophy, apparently carrying over from his Roosevelt-worshipping era, is a belief in the traditional masculine virtues and the potential for war to inculcate them. Hegseth maintains that boys require discipline and must aspire to strength, resilience, and bravery. His preferred archetype for these virtues appears to be Pete Hegseth, whose manful exploits on either the basketball court (he played for Princeton) or the battlefield are featured in all three books.

David A. Graham: The perverse logic of Trump's nomination circus

Hegseth complains that society no longer gives veterans like him their proper measure of deference. "Being a veteran no longer demands respect of the coastal elites or reverence from large swaths of the public," he writes--an observation that will sound strange to anybody who has ever attended a football game or listened to a speech by a politician from either party. "In previous generations, men had to find ways to salvage their honor if they didn't get to fight in a war." (The single strongest piece of evidence for Hegseth's thesis--the popularity of the lifelong coastal elitist, proud war-avoider, and POW-mocker Donald Trump--goes unmentioned).

Hegseth's demand for greater respect grows out of his belief that he personally succeeded in the face of forbidding odds. "I had been an underdog my whole life," he writes. "I persisted. I worked my ass off." But the woke military, he complains, doesn't reward that kind of individual merit and grit. Instead, it has grown so obsessed with diversity that it promotes unqualified minorities and allows women in combat, reducing its effectiveness and alienating hard-working, meritorious soldiers such as, well, him. He also frets that the inclusion of women in combat erodes traditional gender norms. "How do you treat women in a combat situation," he asks, "without eroding the basic instinct of civilization and the treatment of women in the society at large?"

(The treatment of women by Hegseth specifically happens to be the subject of a recently disclosed police report detailing an alleged sexual assault of a woman at a 2017 political conference. Hegseth denies the allegation and says that the encounter, which took place while he was transitioning between his second and third wives, was consensual. He paid the alleged victim an undisclosed sum in return for her signing a nondisclosure agreement.)

One episode looms especially large in Hegseth's mind as the embodiment of the wokification of the military and its abandonment of traditional merit. In 2021, Hegseth, an active National Guard member, wished to join the Washington, D.C., unit protecting incoming President Joe Biden's inauguration. The National Guard, however, excluded him from the detail because he was deemed a security risk on account of a bicep tattoo of the Deus vult symbol--a reference to the Crusades that is popular with some far-right activists.

The logic of the snub was straightforward. Biden's inauguration took place in the immediate aftermath of an insurrection attempt that had included many members of the armed forces, some operating within far-right networks. But to Hegseth--who protests that the Deus vult tattoo is simply an expression of his Christian faith, not a white-nationalist symbol--the decision was an unforgivable personal affront.

He expresses indignation at the notion that he could even be suspected of harboring radical ideas. "I fought religious extremists for over twenty years in uniform," he writes. "Then I was accused of being one." This is not as paradoxical as Hegseth makes it sound. Many of the people most eager to fight against extremists of one religion are extremist adherents of another religion. An example of this would be the Crusades, an episode that Hegseth highlights in American Crusade as a model to emulate.

In any case, evidence of Hegseth's extremism does not need to be deduced by interpreting his tattoos. The proof is lying in plain sight. In his three most recent books, Hegseth puts forward a wide range of familiarly misguided ideas: vaccines are "poisonous"; climate change is a hoax (they used to warn about global cooling, you know); George Floyd died of a drug overdose and was not murdered; the Holocaust was perpetrated by "German socialists."

Where Hegseth's thinking begins venturing into truly odd territory is his argument, developed in Battle for the American Mind, that the entire basic design of the U.S. public education system is the product of a century-long, totally successful communist plot. Hegseth is not just hyperventilating about the 1619 Project, Howard Zinn, or other left-wing fads, as conservatives often do. Instead he argues that the system's design is a Marxist scheme with roots going back to the founding of the republic. The deist heresies of Ben Franklin and Thomas Jefferson, he writes, laid the groundwork to implant communist thought into the school system. Then, "American Progressives in the late 1800s blended the idea of Marxist government with aspects from the Social Gospel and the belief in an American national destiny in order to make Marxism more palatable to Americans."

The nefarious plan to turn America communist involves steps that appear anodyne to the untrained eye. "Yes, our modern social sciences--like 'political science,' previously known as 'politics,' and 'social studies,' previously known as individual disciplines like 'history, economics, geography, and philosophy'--are byproducts of Marxist philosophy," he writes. "Let that sink in: the manner in which we study politics, history, and economics in American schools--public and private--today is the product of Marxists. That was always the plan, and it worked." Hegseth will no longer sit back and allow communist indoctrination to sap and impurify our precious bodily fluids.

The Marxist conspiracy has also, according to Hegseth, begun creeping into the U.S. military, the institution he is now poised to run. His most recent book calls for a straightforward political purge of military brass who had the gall to obey Democratic administrations: "Fire any general who has carried water for Obama and Biden's extraconstitutional and agenda-driven transformation of our military." Trump appears to be thinking along similar lines. He is reportedly working on an executive order that will fast-track the removal of officers "lacking in requisite leadership qualities" and compiling a list of officers involved in the Afghanistan retreat, who will likewise be shoved out.

To what end? Trump has already signaled his interest in two revolutionary changes to the Defense Department's orientation. One is to legalize war crimes, or at least cease enforcement of the rules of war. The president-elect has enthusiastically endorsed the use of illegal military methods and has pardoned American soldiers who committed atrocities against detainees and unarmed civilians, following a loud campaign by Hegseth on Fox News.

Graeme Wood: War crimes are not difficult to discern

In The War on Warriors, Hegseth makes plain that he considers the very idea of "rules of war" just more woke nonsense. "Modern war-fighters fight lawyers as much as we fight bad guys," he writes. "Our enemies should get bullets, not attorneys." He repeatedly disparages Army lawyers ("jagoffs"), even claiming that their pointless rules are "why America hasn't won a war since World War II." (Ideally, the secretary of defense would be familiar with historical episodes such as the Gulf War.)

Writing about his time guarding prisoners at Guantanamo Bay--where, as even the Bush administration eventually admitted, most detainees were innocent men swept up by American forces--Hegseth describes calls for due process as a stab in the back of brave soldiers like him. "The nation was dealing with legal issues (mostly led by weak-kneed, America-hating ACLU types) concerning enemy combatants, 'international rights' of illegal combatants, and the beginnings of extrajudicial drone attacks," he writes. "Not to mention the debate about the 'rights' of assholes (I mean, 'detainees') at Gitmo."

Trump's second and even more disturbing interest in having a loyalist run the department is his enthusiasm for deploying troops to curtail and, if necessary, shoot domestic protesters. His first-term defense secretaries blanched at these demands. Hegseth displays every sign of sharing Trump's impulses, but in a more theorized form.

The clearest through line of all three books is the application of Hegseth's wartime mentality to his struggle against domestic opponents. American Crusade calls for the "categorical defeat of the Left," with the goal of "utter annihilation," without which "America cannot, and will not, survive." Are the Crusades just a metaphor? Sort of, but not really: "Our American Crusade is not about literal swords, and our fight is not with guns. Yet." (Emphasis--gulp--his.)

Battle for the American Mind likewise imagines the struggle against the communist educational plot as a military problem: "We are pinned down, caught in an enemy near ambush. The enemy has the high ground, and is shooting from concealed and fortified positions."

And The War on Warriors repeatedly urges readers to treat the American left exactly like foreign combatants. Describing the military's responsibility to the nation, Hegseth writes, "The expectation is that we will defend it against all enemies--both foreign and domestic. Not political opponents, but real enemies. (Yes, Marxists are our enemies.)" The Marxist exception swallows the "not political opponents" rule because pretty much all of his political opponents turn out to be Marxists. These include, but are not limited to, diversity advocates ("They are Marxists ... You know what they are? They're traitors"), newspapers ("the communist Star Tribune"), and, as noted, almost anybody involved in public education.

Lest there be any ambiguity, Hegseth incessantly equates the left to wartime enemies. "They do not respect cease-fires, do not abide by the rules of warfare, and do not respect anything except total defeat of their enemy--and then total control," he writes at one point. At another, he argues, "We should be in panic mode. Almost desperate. Willing to do anything to defeat the 'fundamental transformation' of the American military and end the war on our warriors."

Hegseth's idea of illegitimate behavior by the domestic enemy is quite expansive. Consider this passage, recalling his time advocating for the Iraq War: "While I debated these things in good faith, the Left mobilized. Electing Obama, railroading the military, pushing women in combat--readiness be damned. The Left has never fought fair." The most remarkable phrase there is "electing Obama." Hegseth's notion of unfair tactics used by the left includes not only enacting administrative policies that he disagrees with, but the basic act of voting for Democrats. The inability or unwillingness to distinguish between legitimate and illegitimate political opposition likely endeared Hegseth to Trump, who shares the trait.

A defense secretary with a tenuous grip on reality, who can't differentiate foreign enemies from domestic political opponents, and who seems to exist in a state of permanent hysteria is a problem that the United States has never had to survive. The main question I was looking to answer when I started reading Hegseth's collected works was whether he would follow a Trump command to shoot peaceful protesters. After having read them, I don't think he would even wait for the order.
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Trump Is Building the Most Anti-Semitic Cabinet in Decades

Donald Trump has vowed to "defeat anti-Semitism." His Cabinet picks tell a very different story.

by Franklin Foer




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring coverage of the 2024 race and what comes next.


Updated at 2:50 p.m. ET on November 21, 2024

Of all the promises, from quixotic to horrifying, that Donald Trump has made about the next four years, the one that seems least likely to be fulfilled is his vow to "defeat anti-Semitism." He has nominated a slew of cranks who have dabbled in the oldest conspiracy theory of them all, a belief that Jews control the world.

Over the past decade or so, pernicious lies about Jewish villainy have drifted into the mainstream of American life. That's a fact Trump acknowledges when he talks about his plans to "defend Jewish citizens in America." But he tends to focus on the problem at college campuses, which constitutes an incomplete diagnosis. It allows Trump to ignore his own complicity in unleashing the worst wave of anti-Jewish sentiment in generations.

In his first administration, Trump provided rhetorical cover for supporters who blared hateful sentiments--those "very fine people," Kanye West, and others. This time, he's placing them in the line of presidential succession. If confirmed, this crew would comprise the highest-ranking collection of White House anti-Semites in generations.

Take Matt Gaetz, Trump's former nominee for attorney general. (Gaetz withdrew himself from consideration shortly after this article was published.) He is a fierce opponent of the Antisemitism Awareness Act, which would curtail federal funding for institutions of higher education that fail to address the hatred of Jews when it flourishes on their campuses. There are principled reasons for rejecting the bill. But in the course of arguing against it, Gaetz revealed himself. He asserted that the legislation's definition of anti-Semitism would penalize the belief that the Jews killed Jesus. This wasn't a point Gaetz made in the spirit of protecting free speech. He fervently believes it himself. "The Bible is clear. There is no myth or controversy on this," he posted on X. This is the canard from which the whole Western tradition of anti-Semitism flows, a belief officially repudiated by the Catholic Church at the Second Vatican Council nearly 60 years ago.

And it wasn't a stray expression. In 2018, Gaetz invited Charles Johnson, a notorious figure on the alt-right, to attend the State of the Union address as his guest. Johnson is a textbook example of a Holocaust denier. He insists that only 250,000 Jews died--and only of typhus--during World War II. In a Reddit "Ask Me Anything" session, he wrote that he agreed with a commenter "about Auschwitz and the gas chambers not being real." When confronted with Johnson's record, Gaetz admitted that he hadn't properly vetted Johnson before extending him an invitation. Even so, he told Fox Business that Johnson is "not a holocaust denier." That defense, given all the evidence about Johnson presented to him, is tantamount to an endorsement.

The essence of conspiracism is the description of the hidden hand, the ubiquity of all-powerful evildoers. That is Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s overriding intellectual habit. He believes that the CIA killed his uncle, and he attributes autism to vaccines. In 2023, he was caught on video suggesting that COVID-19 might be a bioweapon. Espousing such a theory should be disqualifying for the job of running America's public-health system. But he went further. He said that the disease was designed to attack Caucasians and Black people. "The people who are most immune are Ashkenazi Jews and Chinese." (In case it needs saying, this is false.) As a well-practiced conspiracist, he knew to append his theory with a disclaimer, adding, "We don't know whether it was deliberately targeted or not," as if he were merely asking an innocent question. And when confronted with his own words, he denied any ill intent: "I haven't said an anti-Semitic word in my life."

Read: The sanewashing of RFK Jr.

But his insinuation echoed the medieval Christian libel that Jews had poisoned the wells of Europe, unleashing the Black Death. Kennedy's winking accusation also mimics a strain of white-supremacist pseudoscience, which asserts that Ashkenazi Jews are a distinct race from Caucasians. According to this bizarre, and bizarrely prevalent, theory, that's what makes Jews so pernicious: They can pass for white people while conspiring to undermine them.

Not so long ago, these sorts of comments would have rendered a nominee unconfirmable--or at least would have necessitated an excruciating apology tour. But anti-Semitism is no longer taboo. And it's telling that Trump has adopted Elon Musk as a primary adviser, because Musk is a chief culprit in the lifting of that taboo.

When Musk bought Twitter in 2022, he reversed a ban imposed by the company's previous regime that kept anti-Semites and Holocaust deniers off the platform. Under his ownership, anti-Jewish voices became unavoidable fixtures on the site, broadcasting their bigoted theories without any fear of consequences.

One reason they have little to fear is that Musk has displayed sympathy for their worldview. Like them, he harps on the wickedness of George Soros, whom he once likened to the comic supervillain Magneto, a mutant who plots to wipe out humanity. (Like Soros, Magneto is a Holocaust survivor.) This comparison almost explicitly admits its exaggeration of Jewish nefariousness. And if the thrust of his sentiments wasn't clear enough, he emphatically endorsed a tweet claiming that "Jewish communities have been pushing ... dialectal hatred against whites."

For a time, Musk refuted his critics by smearing them. He accused the Anti-Defamation League, the nation's leading Jewish civil-rights group, of orchestrating a campaign to destroy him. Eventually, to fend off an advertiser boycott, he apologized, visited Auschwitz, and called himself "aspirationally Jewish."

The presence of these conspiracists doesn't suggest that Trump will pursue policies that provoke Jewish suffering. His support for Israel might even win him the approval of a growing segment of organized Jewry. Instead, the danger posed by his appointees is that their mere presence in high office will make American anti-Semitism even more permissible; they will make conspiracies about Jews socially acceptable. Indeed, that might already have happened. Trump just proposed the most anti-Semitic Cabinet in recent history, and that fact has barely elicited a peep.



This article has been updated following Matt Gaetz's withdrawal from consideration for the position of attorney general.
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What Going 'Wild on Health' Looks Like

The potential consequences of Robert F. Kennedy Jr.'s most troubling ideas

by Olga Khazan




Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the bear-fondling, gravel-voiced Camelot scion, is President-Elect Donald Trump's pick to lead the Department of Health and Human Services, where presumably he will "go wild on health," to quote Trump. His nomination has raised concerns among public-health experts because many of Kennedy's views on health are, well, wild.

To be sure, among Kennedy's battier ideas are a few reasonable ones, such as reducing obesity and cracking down on direct-to-consumer drug commercials and conflicts of interest among researchers. But these are eclipsed by some troubling ones, such as the ideas that common cooking oils are poisonous, that fluoride doesn't belong in tap water, and that childhood vaccines are questionable.

What if Kennedy did, in fact, go wild on health, get his way, and remake America in his own image? If his worst ideas come to pass, experts tell me, heart attacks might increase, dental infections might spike, and children might needlessly die of completely preventable diseases.

Read: RFK Jr. collects his reward

Even if he is confirmed as health secretary, Kennedy's influence on some of these domains might be limited. Most public-health measures--including water fluoridation and vaccines--are a matter for states and localities, not the federal government. (This is why different states had such different COVID-19 responses.) But even so, a Secretary Kennedy would have a prominent perch from which to espouse his ideas, and his position would give him a veneer of credibility that he has not earned. Right-leaning states and judges might listen, and adapt local policies to suit his worldview. At the very least, parents who support Trump and Kennedy might take the administration's views into account when making decisions for their families.

Let's begin with seed oils, which keep popping up in Kennedy's speeches and media clips. (He even mentioned them while suspending his presidential bid.) Kennedy has called seed oils, which include common cooking oils such as canola oil and sunflower oil, "one of the most unhealthy ingredients that we have in foods," and says Americans are being "unknowingly poisoned" by them.

Kennedy believes that seed oils cause "body-wide inflammation" and disease. But this isn't true, Christopher Gardner, a nutrition scientist at Stanford, told me. In fact, replacing foods high in saturated fat, such as butter, with those high in unsaturated fat, such as canola oil, has been proved again and again to lower cholesterol levels and reduce the risk of heart disease. To the extent that seed oils are bad, Gardner said, it's because they often show up in highly processed junk and fast food.

And Kennedy's solution to this supposed health crisis--to replace seed oils with beef tallow--is troubling. (Several of his seed-oil clips end with a promo of red Kennedy swag that reads MAKE FRYING OIL TALLOW AGAIN.) Whatever you do with seed oil, "don't replace it with beef tallow," Gardner said. "That's friggin' nuts." Replacing all the oil you eat with beef fat can cause cholesterol to pile into plaques in your arteries, impeding the flow of blood. "That's how you get a heart attack," Gardner said.

Kennedy has also said he wants to remove fluoride from tap water, claiming that the compound is an "industrial waste associated with arthritis, bone fractures, bone cancer, IQ loss, neurodevelopmental disorders, and thyroid disease."

There is some risk associated with excessive fluoride intake: Consuming fluoride above a level of 1.5 milligrams a liter--about twice the level that's in most fluoridated tap water--has been linked to lowered IQ in children. Fluoridated water can also cause light stains on teeth, which affect about 12 percent of people in the United States.

But researchers say these risks are generally worth it because the consequences of removing fluoride from the water are much worse. Fluoride helps strengthen tooth enamel, and it also fights off the acid that attacks our teeth any time we eat carbohydrates. If the teeth lose this battle, decay can set in--and if the decay goes untreated, it can cause excruciating pain and, in extreme cases, pus-filled abscesses. "There will certainly be an increase in dental decay if fluoride is removed from the drinking water," Gary Slade, a dentistry professor at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, told me. Slade found in a study that fluoride in drinking water reduces decay by 30 percent in baby teeth and 12 percent in permanent teeth.

Some cities and countries have removed fluoride from the water, and kids' dental health suffered as a result. After Israel ceased water fluoridation in 2014, dental treatments in a clinic in Tel Aviv increased twofold across all ages. In Canada, after Calgary ceased water fluoridation in 2011, second graders there experienced more cavities than those in Edmonton, where water was still fluoridated. After Juneau, Alaska, ceased water fluoridation in 2007, children younger than 6 underwent more cavity-related dental procedures--at a cost of about $300 more a year per child. Some cities have even reintroduced fluoride into the water supply after noticing an uptick in tooth decay among children.

Kennedy is perhaps most infamous for his skepticism of vaccines, and this is also likely the issue where his views are most consequential and worrisome. Although Kennedy sometimes shies away from calling himself anti-vaccine, he is the founder of the anti-vaccine group Children's Health Defense and once wrote a (now-retracted) magazine story on the (false) link between vaccines and autism. He's called vaccines "a holocaust" and has claimed that "there's no vaccine that is safe and effective." A co-chair of the Trump-Vance transition team has said that Kennedy would be given access to federal health data in order to assess the safety of vaccines.

Though school vaccine requirements are determined by states, a prominent national-health figure casting doubt on vaccines' safety can influence both state policy and individual parents' decisions to vaccinate. If vaccination rates do drop, among the diseases that health experts worry will return is measles, the most contagious of the vaccine-preventable diseases.

A person infected with measles is most contagious right before they develop symptoms. They can infect others simply by sharing their air space; tiny droplets infected with measles can hang in the air for two hours "like a ghost," Paul Offit, the director of the Vaccine Education Center at the Children's Hospital of Philadelphia, told me.

Kids with measles are sick and miserable. They're photophobic--afraid of the light--and may struggle to breathe. Before the measles vaccine came along in 1963, 48,000 people were hospitalized with measles each year in America, many with pneumonia or inflammation of the brain. Five hundred of them died each year. When Samoa suffered a measles outbreak in 2019, 83 people died, out of a population of just 200,000.

Measles can also weaken the immune system, Matthew Ferrari, a biology professor at Penn State, told me. For two to three years after contracting measles, you're likely to be hit harder by flu and other viruses. In rare cases, measles can cause a chronic form of brain inflammation that leads to a gradual loss of mental faculties and motor skills, and eventually, death.

John Hendrickson: The first MAGA Democrat

Measles is such a menace, in fact, that giving people "a choice" about whether to vaccinate their kids, as Kennedy often suggests, is not sufficient. People who have received two doses of the MMR vaccine are 97 percent protected against measles. But about 9 million people, including kids who are undergoing chemotherapy or who are on some kinds of immunosuppressants, can't get vaccinated. These individuals rely on herd immunity from other vaccinated people, and when more than 5 percent of people choose not to be vaccinated, herd immunity suffers.

"Is it your right to catch and transmit a potentially fatal infection? No, it's not," Offit said. "You are part of this society, and you have to recognize that what you do affects other people." Offit told me he's already talked with pediatricians who say parents are hesitant to get their children vaccinated because of what they've heard Kennedy say.

Of course, there is a way to prevent Kennedy from having this much influence over public health: The Senate could reject his nomination. But that would require Republicans to stand up to Trump, which is a wild idea in itself.
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Trump's Deranged Plan to Lower Food Prices by Raising Them

If you wish grocery stores were more expensive and offered less variety, then you'll love his tariff proposal.

by Scott Lincicome and Sophia Bagley




At a campaign event on Tuesday night, Donald Trump vowed to lower the price of groceries by ... taxing them? Responding to a question about food costs, Trump told the Michigan audience that his plan would entail both energy deregulation and protectionist restrictions on food imports, which, he claims, would help American farmers.

Leaving aside that U.S. grocery inflation has been dead in its tracks since last year--prices are up just about 1 percent compared with summer 2023--Trump is in some sense correct: Reducing fuel costs could reduce food prices a bit if the energy-intensive American agriculture industry passed on the savings to U.S. consumers. And yes, restricting imports of certain farm goods, presumably via Trump's favorite tool, tariffs, could boost the incomes of American farmers by shielding them from foreign competition.

As a plan to lower grocery prices, however, Trump's protectionism is ludicrous. If implemented, it could even return us to the bad old days of American grocery scarcity.

Annie Lowrey: The truth about high prices

Imports are essential to the U.S. grocery market today, and to its steadily increasing abundance. In 1980, the typical supermarket carried only about 100 different produce items. Selection was limited by North American growing seasons--good luck finding a strawberry in winter--and few Americans had even heard of, let alone tasted, products such as lychee or jackfruit. Today, the variety of produce items has more than doubled, and a stroll through those same aisles reveals an incredible variety. This is thanks to global trade. According to the Food and Drug Administration, 55 percent of fresh fruits and 32 percent of fresh vegetables in the United States are sourced from abroad.

Much of this boom in international food trade is owed to agreements struck in the 1990s that allowed more products to enter the United States duty-free. The North American Free Trade Agreement, which took effect in 1994, improved Americans' access to warm-weather produce from Mexico and specialty foods from Canada. Since the late '90s, fresh-vegetable imports--mainly from these two countries--have nearly tripled. A standout example is avocados, about 90 percent of which are imported today, almost all from Mexico. Our southern neighbor also supplied more than half of all U.S. berry imports in 2023.

Globally, the 1995 World Trade Organization agreements, especially the Agreement on Agriculture, significantly reduced worldwide food-related trade barriers. Since then, agricultural trade has more than doubled, giving the U.S. access to foods that would otherwise be unavailable or prohibitively expensive--not just produce but also meats, cheeses, and innumerable foreign specialty items.

Bringing back food tariffs, as Trump proposes, would stymie this incredible progress, especially for foods that can't be easily grown here, such as pineapples. With less available supply and new import taxes, prices would almost certainly rise. In fact, the U.S. already imposes tariffs and other barriers on a wide range of imported foods, including beef, seafood, sugar, and tomatoes. Studies consistently show that these trade restrictions inflate consumer prices. (Sugar, for example, costs twice as much in the United States as it does globally.)

In theory, foreign exporters could lower their prices to offset new tariffs, as Trump is fond of claiming. In practice, however, this rarely happens. Evidence from the Trump presidency shows, for example, that American companies and consumers absorbed nearly all the tariffs' costs, either through additional import taxes or higher prices for both foreign and domestic goods. Given that U.S. grocers already operate on thin margins (historically about 2 percent), the chances of these companies simply absorbing new tariff-related costs, instead of passing them on to you and me, are minimal.

Scott Lincicome: What Kamala Harris doesn't get about food costs

Of course, if foreign food exporters did somehow pay new tariffs without raising prices, then the tariffs wouldn't protect American farmers, as Trump says they would. The whole point of a protective tariff is to push consumers toward domestic goods by raising the prices we pay for imports. If prices didn't change, then neither would the purchasing decisions of American shoppers.

In short, if American farmers are earning more because of Trump's tariffs, then we're all paying more for the food they make. And if we're not paying more, then "our farmers" aren't earning more. Trump can't have it both ways.

As anyone over the age of 40 can attest, American grocery stores weren't always the global fantasylands they are today. They were smaller, less diverse, and relatively more expensive. Trump's plan to restrict food imports could drag us back to that era. So although we're generally not fans of Kamala Harris's "We are not going back" slogan, we're with her in this particular case. We don't want to go back to a time when, say, blueberries were the occasional luxury, and neither should you.
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A Late Win for Biden in the Middle East

The cease-fire in Lebanon finally forestalls the prospect of a region-wide war.

by Hussein Ibish




On Tuesday, Israel and Hezbollah, the Iranian-backed militant group in Lebanon, agreed to a cease-fire. The arrangement is a win for outgoing President Joe Biden, who has followed a hapless policy course through a calamitous year for the Middle East.

Ever since the Hamas attack on Israel on October 7, 2023, the Biden administration's goal in the Middle East has been to contain the conflict. That policy didn't exactly succeed: The fighting spread to Lebanon and even led to exchanges of fire between Israel and Iran. In the meantime, Washington gave Israel virtual carte blanche in Gaza, particularly in the first few months of the war; in doing so, it implicated itself in a war that has exacted a heavy toll not just on Hamas but on the people of Gaza. Israel's onslaught has killed more than 44,000 Palestinians, mostly civilians, and displaced nearly the entire population of 2.2 million, many of them multiple times. An estimated 66 percent of structures that once stood in the Strip have been damaged or destroyed. And at every step, Israel dictated the scope and nature of the conflict, not just to its adversaries but also to Washington, escalating to the brink of all-out war with Iran.

Now Washington has helped broker a cease-fire, not in Gaza, but in Lebanon and northern Israel. If it holds, Biden may leave office able to say that he averted a regional war that could have drawn in the United States and others.

Read: 'The Iranian period is finished'

The agreement likely will hold, because it serves the interests of all the parties directly involved. Hezbollah desperately needs the hiatus to regroup. Israel has assassinated most of its political leaders and battlefield commanders, including Hassan Nasrallah, and demolished much of its arsenal of rockets and missiles. The organization's command-and-control capabilities are shattered, and many of its best fighters have been killed or badly wounded. Iran could use the pause to reconsider its national-security strategy: Hezbollah was the centerpiece of Iran's forward defense, yet it turned out to be unable to deter or successfully combat Israel. The Lebanese militia either could not or would not fire large numbers of missiles on Israeli cities, such as Haifa, or strategic targets, such as the Dimona nuclear reactor.

Israel likely welcomes the cease-fire because it, too, is near exhaustion. Its munitions are depleted and its military overstretched, even as the insurgency in Gaza appears to be intensifying, however gradually. Israel has achieved virtually all of its most ambitious goals in Lebanon and stands to gain very little by continuing the conflict. It may even have risked reinvigorating Hezbollah had it overstayed, in the same way that the Israeli occupation of southern Lebanon from 1982 to 2000 led to the establishment of  the organization in the first place.

The negotiators, led by the Biden administration but also including France and others, were able to succeed because both sides had a clear interest in drawing down the conflict. The war in Gaza stands in stark relief. There, the two parties--the Israeli government and the remnants of Hamas's leadership--both calculate that continuing to fight will further their political interests.

Read: Israel and Hamas are kidding themselves

By contrast, the Israeli military and public were eager to end the war with Hezbollah, especially on advantageous terms. Hezbollah has been so devastated that it was willing to agree to conditions it might once have deemed humiliating. The militia will withdraw its personnel and heavy equipment from southern Lebanon up to the Litani River, about 15 miles north of the border with Israel, as it was originally required to do by the United Nations resolution that ended the fighting in 2006. The Lebanese military and UN peacekeepers will fill the void, maintain order, and ensure that Hezbollah doesn't return. Israel has agreed to a phased withdrawal from Lebanon, but the agreement stipulates that Israel and Lebanon can still exercise their "inherent right of self-defense," which Israeli officials have signaled they see as a license to strike Hezbollah if they believe it is violating the terms of the cease-fire. That Hezbollah and Iran agreed to this imbalanced arrangement shows the extent of Israel's military advantage and the decisiveness of its victory in this round of battle.

The Biden administration will be handing Donald Trump a Middle East that is still smoldering but no longer on the verge of explosion. Trump's minions are already trying to suggest--preposterously--that his reelection is the main reason for the cease-fire. Biden's Gaza-war policy has been indefensible as well as inept, in that it failed to prevent the Israeli invasion of Lebanon. But the president will leave office able to count as a success a deal that forestalls any realistic prospect of a large-scale, multifront, regional war in the Middle East.
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The International Criminal Court Shows Its Mettle

International law has always been aspirational. The decision on Israel brings it closer.

by Arash Azizi




Passing judgment on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict was never going to be simple for the International Criminal Court. Even harder than acting fairly and impartially would be appearing to have done so, in a conflict that stirs fierce passions the world over.

On top of that, equality before the law is a basic principle of justice, but until this point, the ICC has mainly prosecuted authoritarian and non-Western leaders. Almost all of the court's top funders are Western democracies or their allies. Now, for the first time in its history, the ICC would be asked to assess the actions of a democratically elected government allied with the West, and to show that it could do so without special favor.

Last Thursday, the ICC rose to this challenge. A three-person panel at the court approved arrest-warrant requests for Israel's prime minister, Benjamin Netanyahu, and former Defense Minister Yoav Gallant. The Israeli officials are accused of war crimes and crimes against humanity, including the murder and starvation of Palestinians.

Eugene Kontorovich: The International Criminal Court's folly

Back in May, prosecutors also asked for arrest warrants for three Hamas leaders, who stand accused of extermination, murder, rape, and sexual assault against Israeli citizens during the attacks of October 7. Two of the three (Ismail Haniyeh and Yahya Sinwar) have since been killed by Israel. The ICC issued the arrest warrant for the third, Mohammed Deif. Israel claims to have killed him too, but Hamas has not confirmed his death.

The three judges who made the decision hail from Benin, France, and Slovenia, but were elected by all 124 member states of the ICC and went through a rigorous vetting process. Their months-long deliberations included engaging with the Israeli government and assessing its claim that its own courts could handle the matter.

Since its foundation, in 2002, the ICC has investigated crimes all over the world. It is limited in both the types of crimes it can investigate (genocide, war crimes, crimes against humanity, and aggression) and its territorial jurisdiction (restricted mostly to its member states, which include countries in the European Union, Latin America, the antipodes, and half of Africa). Yet it has managed to levy charges for crimes committed in 17 countries and issue arrest warrants for despots such as Vladimir Putin, Muammar Qaddafi, and Omar al-Bashir.

For years, however, many non-Western leaders have accused the court of having a pro-Western bias. The arrest warrants against Israeli leaders offer the ICC an opportunity to prove otherwise. But much will depend on how seriously countries allied with Israel take the court's orders.

The court's members include the majority of Western countries, which will now be obligated to arrest Netanyahu or Gallant if either sets foot in their territory. Canada, one of the court's biggest funders, was among the first to commit to doing so. Belgium, Ireland, Portugal, Norway, Australia, Spain, Liechtenstein, the Czech Republic, Finland, the Netherlands, Denmark, and Slovenia have followed suit. Most other Western countries have treated the warrant with vagueness, generally agreeing that it is valid without committing specifically to arresting Netanyahu and Gallant.

Initially, only one EU member, Viktor Orban's Hungary, a self-described "illiberal democracy," outright opposed the warrant and even asked Netanyahu to visit. But on November 27, France declared that it considered Netanyahu immune from the ICC's order because Israel is not a member of the court. If this principle is to be applied elsewhere, Putin, too, should be considered immune, given Russia's non-membership in the ICC. The United States is also not a member of the court and is in fact openly hostile to its operations. The Biden administration has declared its disagreement with the arrest warrants, and surrogates of President-Elect Donald Trump have accused the court of anti-Semitism, promising a much tougher approach when Trump comes into office.

Netanyahu, like many others wanted by the court, will probably never appear before it. But that doesn't make the ruling meaningless. International law has always been aspirational, in part because the world lacks an international law-enforcement agency (Interpol serves only to coordinate among various national police forces). But international justice has more significance in the world today than at any previous time in human history. Dozens of treaties obligate countries around the world and are referenced every day in national and transnational courts, sometimes leading to real results for victims and perpetrators. Viewed from a long historical perspective, this is a grand achievement. And last week's ruling, by demonstrating an equal application of international law to a Western country, advances that cause.

In Governing the World: The History of an Idea, the historian Mark Mazower writes that the quest for a global court began before the First World War, with an enthusiastic, international group of peace activists who hoped that arbitration could bring an end to war. President Theodore Roosevelt, an ardent supporter of that movement, helped give tooth to the Permanent Court of Arbitration, founded in 1899 at The Hague. But advocates' hopes soon crashed into the gory realities of the 20th century. The First World War killed millions. The League of Nations, created in its aftermath, was soon overtaken by events: Liberalism retreated behind fascism and communism in the 1930s, and a Second World War followed the first, culminating in atrocities with little precedent in human history.

Arash Azizi: The problem with boycotting Israel

Still, the quest for international justice did not die. The defeat of Nazi Germany and of Japan, and the revelation of the extraordinary extent of their crimes, led to international trials in Nuremberg and Tokyo and the foundation of the United Nations.

Nearly a century later, the International Criminal Court was founded during the optimistic period that followed the fall of the Soviet Union, in 1991. Democracy appeared ascendant, maybe even inevitable. The genocides in Rwanda and the territories of the former Yugoslavia tempered that period's hopes--but they were met with international tribunals, which held out the promise that war criminals could no longer expect impunity. A United Nations conference in 1998, attended by representatives of 161 states, adopted the Rome Statute, which established the ICC four years later.

Many of the legal professionals who went to work for the ICC had been shaped by the experience of working for the ad hoc tribunals for Rwanda and Yugoslavia, which were relatively successful in delivering verdicts against human-rights offenders. For example, the Iranian Canadian lawyer Payam Akhavan served as a legal adviser at the tribunals for both Rwanda and Yugoslavia and then argued cases before the ICC, where he represented post-Qaddafi Libya as the country attempted to bring officials of the former regime to justice. In his book, In Search of a Better World: A Human Rights Odyssey, Akhavan describes the establishment of the ICC as the consummation of the idea of justice propounded at Nuremberg.

But the ICC has been bedeviled by controversy for much of its short life. In its early years, the court focused largely on African war criminals, because many of its member states were African. This led to allegations of bias. In the years since, it has expanded its operations across the world. And yet, most people live in countries where the court has no jurisdiction. Powerful nations such as China, India, Indonesia, and Saudi Arabia never joined. The United States, Israel, and Russia signed the Rome Statute but then withdrew their signatures. The year the court was founded, the United States adopted the American Service-Members' Protection Act, in which it promised to take any necessary measures to release "any U.S. or allied personnel" detained by the court.

A far simpler way of denying the court's authority is to ignore it. In 2015, South Africa refused to arrest Sudanese President Omar al-Bashir despite an ICC warrant. Earlier this year, Mongolia all but rolled out the red carpet for a visit from Russian President Vladimir Putin, the ICC's warrant for his arrest notwithstanding.

But none of this means that the court, or the quest for international justice more broadly, is ineffectual. Putin has had to skip many an international summit (he skipped the recent Group of 20 meeting in Brazil, just as he did last year's BRICS meeting in South Africa). And the ICC's legal work can be used by other courts to prosecute alleged perpetrators. In the case of Israel, Netanyahu and Gallant are unlikely to ever be tried in The Hague, but the world has become much smaller for them. The warrants also provide an opportunity for Israel's judicial system to prove its mettle: The ICC has declared that if Israel chooses to prosecute the allegations in its national court system, the warrants will be dropped.

The quest to have human conflicts decided by men and women in robes and wigs, and not just those in berets and boots, should resonate deeply with Israel's founding ideals. The state's declaration of independence in 1948 promised that it was "the natural right of the Jewish people to be masters of their own fate, like all other nations, in their own sovereign State." But it anchored this right in international law, pointing to the newly formed United Nations, which is mentioned seven times in the declaration.

Israel's first government was led by nationalists and socialists. But the country's first justice minister, and the architect of its judicial system, was one of the few signatories of the declaration who defined himself primarily as a liberal. A Berlin-born lawyer, Pinchas Rosen had moved to the British Mandate for Palestine in 1926, at the age of 39, having earned law degrees in Germany before the country's liberal traditions were destroyed by Nazism.

Israel was hardly a liberal paradise in its early years. It enforced a military rule over its Arab citizens until 1966. But Rosen did establish a robust court system and was adamant that the State of Israel was to be a state of law. The country joined the United Nations and, with such legendary diplomats as the British-educated Abba Eban, overcame the isolation of its early years to establish a seat for itself at the table of international law. Israel's occupation of Palestinian territories since 1967 has rightly called that commitment to the law into question; but it has also been the subject of contestation within the country.

Gershom Gorenberg: Israel's disaster foretold

Practically all of Israel's political leaders have condemned the ICC's decision. But some voices of dissent are audible. Naama Lazimi, a progressive member of the Knesset, called Thursday "a sad day for Israel" and put the blame for the decision on Netanyahu, not the court. "This was unnecessary," she wrote on X, adding that it could have been avoided if the Israeli government had undertaken an independent inquiry and pursued a settlement to end the war and return the hostages held by Hamas. "But Netanyahu chose and still chooses his own position and cynical and personal interests," she concluded: "The Hague has come out against Netanyahu, Netanyahu against Israel." The Israeli organization Peace Now has taken a similar position, blaming the country's leadership.

The long-term interests of Israel and those of enthusiasts for international law need not diverge. As a small country with many ill-wishers, surrounded by militias that clamor for its destruction, Israel often feels itself under siege and classifies any action against it as an unforgivable betrayal. But the country owes much of its past success to its recognition under international law and its membership in the community of democratic nations. Illegally occupying the Palestinian territories, and disregarding competent international forums such as ICC, serve to undermine that status. A world where liberal democratic norms, such as respect for international legal institutions, are more prevalent will ultimately be a safer one for Israel, especially if it wishes to fulfill the dream of its founders to be a Jewish and democratic state.

The call from The Hague should thus be seen as an urgent message that the country needs to correct its course and step back from the campaign it has pursued since October 2023. True friends of Israel are not those who attempt to shield it from international justice. They are those who remind it that as a sovereign nation, it has the right to defend itself--but not the right to be immune from legal judgment.
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The International Criminal Court's Folly

The high aspirations with which the tribunal was founded should not shield it from the consequences of its decision to pursue other agendas.

by Eugene Kontorovich




The warrants issued by the International Criminal Court against Israel's prime minister and former defense minister represent many historic firsts. They would be the court's first prosecutions of leaders in a liberal Western democracy, and represent the first time anyone has been charged with the "crime of starvation"; the first time the court has accused a country of war crimes during a defensive war against an external invader; and the first prosecution of a non-member state at the bequest of a member that is not generally recognized as a state.

For all of these juristic innovations, the warrants also represent something entirely familiar: an international institution, created to serve high and noble purposes, succumbing to the temptation of pursuing an anti-Israel agenda. This phenomenon is on routine display at the United Nations' General Assembly and Human Rights Council.

The charges are baseless as a matter of law and fact, issued by a court with no jurisdiction, alleging as crimes things that simply never happened, while ignoring settled international law and practice. But before turning to the Israel warrants, we need to understand what the ICC really is.

Arash Azizi: The International Criminal Court shows its mettle

The ICC, seated in the Netherlands in The Hague, was created in 1998 by a treaty known as the Rome Statute, to provide a forum where the perpetrators of the world's worst atrocities could be prosecuted, a kind of permanent Nuremberg Tribunal. The new court would not impinge upon national sovereignty, because it would have jurisdiction only over countries that voluntarily joined. In the optimistic decade between the fall of the Soviet Union and the attacks of 9/11, some hoped that the court would lead to an "end to impunity" for mass atrocities--such as the Bosnian and Rwandan genocides--and lead to a "rules-based international order."

That dream has never seemed further off. A quarter century later, most of the world's population lives in countries that never joined the court--including the United States and China, India and Pakistan, and pretty much the entire Middle East. Many of the countries that joined the ICC face little serious prospect of engaging in armed conflict; for them, membership entails little risk, and is merely a feel-good ritual.

Despite a roughly $200 million annual budget, the tribunal has convicted only six people of perpetrating the mass atrocities it was created to address. Numerous high-profile cases have collapsed. Its indictments against incumbent dictators such as Russia's Vladimir Putin have been laughed off. The current and past presidents of Kenya both rode ICC indictments to reelection. (The cases against them had been dropped because of what the ICC's presiding judge described as "witness interference," a claim the ICC disputed.) Two countries have quit the court altogether, shaking belief in the inevitable, gradual expansion of The Hague's writ.

The composition of the ICC's membership has created a serious problem for the court. The largest concentration of member states is in Africa, but every defendant tried by the Court has been a sub-Saharan African, leading to a threat of mass walkout by African Union states.

The charges against Israel can be understood, in part, as a solution to this predicament. They serve to deflect criticism of the court as a Western tool, and were received with enthusiasm by international NGOs. And they come with a major advantage: As a non-member state, Israel can't quit in protest.

But that also means the court should not, by rights, have jurisdiction over Israel. To overcome this obstacle, the court decided that Palestine is a state that can join the court, despite not satisfying the legal criteria for statehood. Such an exception has not been made for any other entity. It also controversially decided that Gaza was part of that state, in addition to the West Bank, despite each having had an entirely different government for nearly two decades.

Then the ICC ignored a second limitation on its reach. Its governing statute instructs it to intervene only when a state is "unwilling or unable" to prosecute crimes by its leaders, in order to shield them from responsibility. Not only is Israel's attorney general willing to prosecute Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu--she is already doing so in several high-profile cases involving alleged corruption.

The more likely reason the Israeli justice system is not pursuing the charges brought by the ICC is because they appear to be unfounded. The main thrust of the court's claims (the details of which remain sealed by the tribunal) is that Israel purposefully starved the people of Gaza, as well as restricted electricity to the area. Yet in June, the UN's own hunger watchdog released a report denying that famine occurred during the period addressed by the prosecutor. Nor does Israel's allowing shipments of food into the Gaza Strip, which one estimate placed at more than 3,000 calories a day per person, suggest an attempt to starve the population, even if conditions in parts of the Strip have been dire.

Hamas controls food distribution within Gaza, and has been seizing aid convoys. Aid groups complain that Israel has been constricting the flow of food into Gaza; Israel counters that aid has piled up on the Gaza side of the border without distribution. Moreover, international law allows for besieging an enemy force, even if civilians are within the besieged area. Exceptions allow for the provision of essential medical supplies, but even those exceptions are suspended when there is a credible fear of "diversion" to the enemy force, as there surely is with Hamas. If anything, Israel is being blamed for Hamas's starvation of its own population.

Supporters of the ICC should be embarrassed that its decision was cheered by Hamas and Hezbollah. Those groups understand that the court's indictments of Israeli officials will make it more difficult for Israel to defend itself. Yet the ICC cannot deter dictators and warlords, because they can fall into its hands only if they lose power. If they remain in power despite their atrocities, a minor crimp in their travel plans is more than offset by the power and wealth they will enjoy.  The three Hamas leaders indicted by the tribunal have already been killed by Israel; they might have preferred a cell in The Hague.

Leaders of democracies must make different calculations; they rotate out of power, and their private benefits in office are relatively minimal. ICC warrants against them, even if entirely unjustified, could deter them from vigorously and lawfully prosecuting defensive wars, for which their civilian populations would pay the price. Thus, the prosecutions of Israeli officials will actually make war crimes more likely, by tipping the scales against liberal democracies.

All of this poses a threat to the U.S.--as a non-member state that engages in a high level of global armed conflict--as well as to its leaders and soldiers. The ICC could recognize the Islamic State in the Levant as a "state" for purposes of its jurisdiction, just as easily as it recognized Palestine, and investigate American officials for alleged crimes during the U.S.-led campaign against the terror group. That campaign, started during Barack Obama's presidency, included battles in Mosul, where an effort to evict approximately 5,000 ISIS fighters in the city led to perhaps 10,000 civilian deaths and the destruction of the city. The ICC did not have jurisdiction, because Iraq had not joined the treaty--but the Palestine precedent shows that this is not an insurmountable problem.

Gershom Gorenberg: Israel's disaster foretold

The ICC's disregard for law also threatens American troops on counterterror missions in countries that have joined the ICC. Washington has long relied on treaties signed with such countries as a safeguard against Hague jurisdiction, but the tribunal's boundless view of its powers gives no assurance that those treaties will be honored.
 
 This is not far-fetched: The ICC is already investigating alleged U.S. crimes in Afghanistan. Indeed, the ICC prosecutor recently suggested that sitting U.S. senators may have committed crimes against the court's charter by speaking out in support of bipartisan legislation that would impose sanctions on the body.

Not all efforts to solve the world's problems work--some backfire. The high aspirations with which the tribunal was founded should not shield it from the consequences of its decision to pursue other agendas.
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The Leak Scandal Roiling Israel

Netanyahu's spokesperson stands accused of revealing secrets for political gain.

by Gershom Gorenberg




The scandal rocking Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu's inner circle began with a headline in giant type announcing Hamas's "horrifying" plans for Israeli hostages, and an exclusive story about a document "said to be" from the computer of the organization's then-leader, Yahya Sinwar. The headline appeared in German but precisely fit Netanyahu's domestic needs.

The date was September 6. Less than a week had passed since the corpses of six Israeli hostages, shot by their Hamas captors, were found in a tunnel in Gaza. Protesters filled Israeli streets night after night, calling for a hostage deal and expressing anger that Netanyahu had prevented an agreement that could have saved the six. Funerals for the murdered captives drew thousands of people.

All of which played into Hamas's strategy. So said the supposed Sinwar document that Bild, Germany's largest newspaper, had obtained. The document called for exploiting "psychological pressure" on the families of Israeli hostages "so that public pressure on the enemy [Israeli] government increases." Talks on a hostage deal, meanwhile, could be dragged out long enough for Hamas to rebuild its military, the paper's paraphrase of the document said.

Read: Israel's PR-war pandemonium

Israeli media quickly echoed the report. Netanyahu leaped on it. In his weekly statement to the media before the cabinet met, he said that Bild had revealed Hamas's plan "to sow discord among us ... to tear us apart from within ... until Israel is defeated." Most Israelis weren't "falling into this Hamas trap," he added. The protesters, by implication, were the tools of Israel's enemy.

If publication of the Hamas document seemed too convenient for Netanyahu's political purposes, that may be because it was. On Thursday, a Netanyahu spokesperson was indicted on the espionage charge of revealing classified information with the intent to damage state security, which carries a maximum sentence of life in prison. The spokesperson, arrested late last month, gave the contents of a top-secret document to the German paper in order to "slant the public conversation about the hostages" in Israel, the indictment says. Another close adviser of and spokesperson for the prime minister has been questioned by police and is named, but not charged, in the indictment, which states that the leak could compromise Israeli espionage "capabilities." This means that the intelligence community could lose the long investment it has made in developing a source, as well as the information that source could provide in the future. A court ruling last week, partially lifting a gag order, said the leak may also have harmed efforts to free hostages.

As portrayed in those court documents, members of Netanyahu's staff have shown themselves willing to pay an astonishing price for deflecting criticism of the prime minister's war policy. Because of military secrecy and court gag orders, a full picture of the case has yet to emerge. But the indictment and other legal documents tell part of the story.

When the Bild article came out, it reportedly set off alarms in Israeli military intelligence, which realized that the story was based on a top-secret document leaked from within the army. But army sources told Israel media that the document came from a minor Hamas figure, not Sinwar, and did not mention a lack of interest in a hostage deal.

Shin Bet, Israel's domestic intelligence agency, investigated the leak and traced it to a noncommissioned officer, who had allegedly seen the document and decided that it needed to reach Netanyahu. The leaker's motive is unknown, though it may be linked to a conspiratorial narrative, reportedly promoted by Netanyahu, that the military has hidden vital information from the prime minister since before the war. (In fact, the indictment says, more relevant and up-to-date intelligence had already been conveyed to the correct address.) The noncommissioned officer allegedly made contact with Eli Feldstein, a Netanyahu spokesperson, and sent him a photo of the document and a Hebrew translation via Telegram.

Feldstein is himself an ex-officer and a former spokesperson for the Israeli-military division in the West Bank. After leaving the army, he was a spokesperson for Israel's far-right national-security minister, Itamar Ben-Gvir. Last October, just after the war began, Netanyahu took on Feldstein as his point man for military correspondents.

In April, the indictment says, Feldstein failed a Shin Bet security-clearance check and was found unfit to handle highly classified material. Yet Netanyahu kept him on, and he regularly visited the Israeli military headquarters, in Tel Aviv.

The noncommissioned officer allegedly passed the document to Feldstein last June. Feldstein texted Jonathan Urich, a more senior spokesperson, that he was receiving "insane material" meant for the prime minister, the indictment says, citing the precise time of the WhatsApp message. Whether Urich or Feldstein actually passed the document on to Netanyahu is unstated in the indictment. But at the beginning of September, as streets in Israel filled with protesters, Feldstein allegedly sent a photograph of the material to an Israeli television journalist via Telegram. As required by law, the reporter checked with the military censor, who can block publication of information "nearly certain" to harm national security. The censor killed the item.

Undeterred by the censor's ruling, Feldstein allegedly wrote to Urich to ask if he knew anyone outside Israel who could arrange publication of the classified material. Urich, the indictment says, connected him with Yisrael (Srulik) Einhorn, a campaign consultant who'd worked closely with Netanyahu and who was abroad. Via WhatsApp, Feldstein sent Einhorn the contents of the document and the censor's message blocking publication. Einhorn contacted a Bild reporter, and the story of Hamas's supposed strategy appeared. The legal documents don't reveal how two key false details made it into the story: the supposed source of the document in Sinwar's computer, and Hamas's putative willingness to prolong the war.

In any case, Feldstein alerted the Israeli media, which could now report on what had appeared in a foreign outlet. The item got heavy play.

Urich, according to the indictment, texted Feldstein, surely referring to the prime minister: "The boss is pleased."

The next day, Feldstein and Urich drafted Netanyahu's statement quoting Bild. Everything had clicked--or so it seemed, until the arrests began.

This, at least, is the story the indictment tells. Its claims remain to be proved in court. And the indictment doesn't say whether Netanyahu in fact knew in June that one of his aides had illegally received a document pilfered from military intelligence. It doesn't say whether Netanyahu ordered the leak, or if he even knew in advance that the document would be leaked. Whether Netanyahu faces possible legal consequences, or only political fallout, remains to be seen.

Certainly, though, the case has rattled him. When it first broke, he denied that there had been any leaks from his office and that anyone from his bureau had been arrested or questioned. His tone has since changed. On Saturday night, via social media, Netanyahu released a nine-minute video clip in response to the indictment. The normally glib prime minister sounded angry and anxious. He claimed, falsely, that no other leaks have been investigated, and that the army was withholding crucial information from him. This investigation was a "witch hunt" aimed "not only at me, but at you, the huge public that voted for me," he said. He said he knew Feldstein as a "patriot."

Then he added, "But if they come ... in the middle of the night and jail you, isolate you ... threaten you with a life sentence ... a person can break" and say anything. It was an apparent preemptive strike, should Feldstein testify against him.

Read: Why Netanyahu fired his defense minister

Meanwhile, the hostages remain in Gaza. Why Netanyahu has resisted reaching a hostage and cease-fire agreement is no more apparent now than it was in September. He has defined the goal of the war as "absolute victory" over Hamas militarily and ending its rule in Gaza. But he has evaded proposing an alternative for who would administer Gaza after the war. And his recently dismissed defense minister, Yoav Gallant, said earlier this month--in a meeting with families of hostages--that Israel has already "reached all [its] goals militarily." So the mystery remains.

"The boss is satisfied, and my son is being abused in the tunnels" of Gaza, Einav Zangauker, whose son is a hostage, said in a video statement on social media after the Feldstein indictment was made public.

Maybe Netanyahu's far-right coalition partners want the war to continue, allowing Israel to renew its occupation and settlement of Gaza. Or maybe an end to the fighting would simply redouble public pressure for new elections, which Netanyahu would likely lose.

Here is where the hostage issue meets the leak affair: The security that matters most to Israel's supposed "Mr. Security," it seems, is his own.
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        Winners of the 2024 International Landscape Photographer of the Year

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 25, 2024

            	15 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            After reviewing more than 3,600 entries from professional and amateur photographers around the world, judges of the 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year contest narrowed the field down to a "Top 101" and then further, to award several category prizes and their top award, which this year went to Andrew Mielzynski. The organizers were once more kind enough to share some of this year's top and winning images below.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An upward-looking view inside a dark forest, dotted by many yellow-green blobs--firefly trails caught in a long exposure]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fireflies Flying in the Misty. Special Award, Forest. Mountains in Wufeng Township, Hsinchu, Taiwan.
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                Shirley Wung / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A broad view of a huge cylindrical swirling cloud above a flat plain, with a smaller tornado forming beneath the cloud]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perception--A Great Plains Supercell and Tornado. Top 101. Silverton, Texas.
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                Laura Hedien / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a conical hill on a flat desert plain, with lightning in the background]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Arita Cone. Second Place, International Landscape Photographer of the Year 2024. Arita Cone, La Puna, Argentina.
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                Ignacio Palacios / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A rugged, highly eroded canyon wall, exposing multiple different-colored layers of stone]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Yangykala Canyon. Second Place, International Landscape Photographer of the Year 2024. Turkmenistan.
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                Ignacio Palacios / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: The northern lights, seen above snow-encased trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fox Touch. Top 101. Riisitunturi National Park, Lapland, Finland.
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                Leonardo Papera / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Tall spires of a stone mountain, seen among dark clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spiritual Grip. Top 101. Tre Cime di Lavaredo, Sexten Dolomites, Italy.
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                Yuriy Garnaev / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A top-down aerial view of tan-colored water flowing from a many-branched riverbed into a light-green body of water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Let Down. Top 101. Highland of Iceland.
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                Jabi Sanz / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Rounded hill shapes, made of artificial snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Artificial Snow. Top 101. Dundret Nature Reserve, Gallivare, Lapland, Sweden.
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                Gunar Streu / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An unusual upturned tree, backdropped by a long-exposure image of stars forming concentric circles across the sky]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dragon Trails. Top 101. Socotra, Yemen.
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                Benjamin Barakat / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A top-down aerial image of flowing shapes and colors made by a meandering river flowing over volcanic material]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Natural Art. Top 101. South Coast, Iceland.
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                Matteo Strassera / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several bending trees stand in shallow water, their mirror images reflected on the still surface.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancing Trees. Top 101. Sumba Island, Indonesia.
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                Laura Bennett / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A landscape view of treeless low mountains and a body of water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Iceland III. Top 101. Iceland.
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                Manfred Schuster / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of bare tres standing on a plain of multicolored minerals and water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Early Autumn. Third Place, International Landscape Photographer of the Year 2024. Vanatori Neamt Natural Park, Romania.
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                Gheorghe Popa / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Two pine trees on a snow-covered hillside, seen on a blustery day]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Pair. Top 101. Ciucas Mountains, Romania.
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                Vlad Paulet / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Smooth and branching shapes and forms made by sand dunes and flowing water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Desert Veins. Top 101. Namibia.
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                Willa Wei / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    
  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos of the Week: Bomb Cyclone, Rainbow Hills, Park Hawk

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 22, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Christmas decorations in England, long-term typhoon damage in the Philippines, a virtual taekwondo championship in Singapore, a mummified saber-toothed tiger cub in Russia, the Miss Universe competition in Mexico, thick fog in northern China, a new volcanic eruption in Iceland, and much more


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A herd of red deer stand in tall grass, looking toward the photographer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A herd of red deer look out from the bracken on an autumn morning in Richmond Park, southwest London, on November 17, 2024.
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                Justin Tallis / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People standing in shallow water in a bay hold up six large cutout heads of world leaders; the heads appear to be partially submerged.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Indigenous People Association stage a protest to demand action on climate change, holding large cutouts of the heads of world leaders U.S. President Joe Biden, Chinese President Xi Jinping, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Russian President Vladimir Putin, and Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba on the waters of Botafogo Bay, ahead of the G20 Summit, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on November 16, 2024.
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                Tuane Fernandes / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Children help push a motorcycle through a flooded road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children help push a motorcycle through a waterlogged road during flooding in the village of Bojongasih, in Bandung, West Java, on November 21, 2024, caused by a river overflowing after heavy rains.
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                Timur Matahari / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A jockey falls a good distance from a horse that is also falling onto grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jockey Theo Gillard and Kilcummin part company during a race at Plumpton Racecourse  in Plumpton, England, on November 18, 2024. Both jockey and horse were fine.
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                [image: A child rides a bicycle on an undulating track in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A child rides a bicycle at the Fenghuang Lake Pump Road Park, in Yantai, in China's Shandong province, on November 11, 2024.
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                [image: Six jet fighters fly in formation, leaving small vapor trails in their wake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Russian Knights aerobatic team performs in the sky on day five of the 15th China International Aviation and Aerospace Exhibition on November 16, 2024, in Zhuhai, Guangdong province, China.
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                Zhou Guoqiang / VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Fire burns inside several tall buildings in a city after a missile strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire rages inside buildings hit in an Israeli airstrike that targeted the neighborhood of Haret Hreik in Beirut's southern suburbs on November 21, 2024, amid the ongoing war between Israel and Hezbollah.
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                [image: Lava flows from an open volcanic fissure at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A new volcanic eruption that started on the Reykjanes Peninsula in Iceland, seen on November 20, 2024
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                [image: People light several of many small lamps set around a water feature beside a brightly lit temple.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sikh devotees light clay lamps next to the pond surrounding the Golden Temple as they celebrate the birth anniversary of the first Sikh guru, Guru Nanak, in Amritsar, India, on November 15, 2024.
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                [image: Hundreds of people kneel in prayer together, lined up in rows outside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tablighi Jamaat's Muslim devotees offer Friday prayers along a road in Dhaka on November 15, 2024.
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                [image: An aerial view of residential and commercial buildings blanketed in thick fog at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of residential and commercial buildings blanketed in thick fog at night in Yinchuan, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, China, on November 20, 2024.
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                [image: A huge swirling cloud formation in a satellite image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A low-pressure storm system known as a "bomb cyclone" forms off the coast of the U.S. Pacific Northwest and western Canada in a composite satellite image, seen on November 19, 2024.
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                [image: A steam train travels through a forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A steam train travels to northern Germany's highest mountain, the Brocken, in the Harz mountains near Wernigerode, Germany, on November 20, 2024.
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                [image: A very large rocket sails through the night sky shortly after takeoff]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                SpaceX's Starship mega rocket lifts off for a test flight from Starbase, in Boca Chica, Texas, on November 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands next to a large illuminated art structure that seems to be reflected in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shoppers walk around illuminated art structures in a popular outdoor shopping mall in Beijing on November 17, 2024.
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                [image: Two pagodas stand on two adjoining steep mountaintops after a recent snowfall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the snow-capped Laojun Mountain, in Luoyang, Henan province, China, on November 19, 2024
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                [image: An aerial view of a deeply eroded mountain, exposing many colorful layers of stone]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Kiz Tepesi, also known as rainbow hills, in the Nallihan district of Ankara, Turkey, on November 21, 2024
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                [image: Christmas lights that resemble giant angels hang above a street in London.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Christmas lights are displayed along Regent Street in London, England, on November 20, 2024.
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                [image: A woman participates in a beauty contest, wearing a huge, colorful, and feathery costume.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Miss Denmark, Victoria Kjaer Theilvig, participates in the 73rd Miss Universe Competition preliminary competition at Arena Ciudad de Mexico on November 14, 2024, in Mexico City, Mexico.
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                [image: A close view of a horse raising its upper lip, exposing its teeth, during a parade]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "El As de Oro," named after the horse owned by Mexican revolutionary hero Emiliano Zapata, smiles during a parade marking the 114th anniversary of the Mexican Revolution, in Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, on November 20, 2024.
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                [image: A hawk perches in a tree, holding down a rat with its talons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A hawk holds a rat that it caught in New York City's Central Park on November 20, 2024.
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                [image: The well-preserved mummified remains of a very old sabre-toothed tiger cub, set on a tray.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The remarkably well-preserved mummified remains of a 32,000-year-old saber-toothed tiger cub, found by Russian scientists in the Siberian permafrost in the region of Sakha, is displayed at a laboratory in Yakutsk, Russia, on November 21, 2024.
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                [image: A red-colored salmon pops above the surface of a stream.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A coho salmon emerges from Longfellow Creek in Seattle, Washington, on November 15, 2024, during its spawning migration.
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                [image: A bird flies past an old damaged houseboat on a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bird flies past an old damaged houseboat on Dal Lake in Srinagar, Indian controlled Kashmir, on November 17, 2024.
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                [image: A man wears a WWII-era military uniform while standing inside a replica bomb shelter in a backyard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trad Casey poses with his homemade World War II replica Anderson shelter in his back garden, on November 17, 2024, in Weymouth, England. Casey, who is a history and home-front enthusiast, built the replica shelter as a peaceful retro retreat "man cave."
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                [image: Two martial artists fight side by side, wearing VR headsets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Li Tsu-Hsuan of Taiwan competes against Nguyen Thanh Hien Linh of Vietnam at the inaugural World Taekwondo Virtual Championships in Singapore, on November 16, 2024.
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                [image: Several men tussle during an outdoor wrestling match, cheered on by onlookers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Uganda's Soft Ground Wrestling school perform for attendees during the third day of the Nyege Nyege Festival in Jinja, on November 16, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Badru Katumba / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An underwater view of a swimmer during a training session]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An athlete trains ahead of the World Aquatics Open Water Swimming World Cup NEOM on day 18 of the NEOM Beach Games on November 19, 2024, in Neom, Saudi Arabia.
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                [image: People paddle and walk through a flooded street, beside a makeshift elevated wooden walkway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On November 20, 2024, residents ride boats and walk on a wooden footbridge in Dela Paz village, which remains flooded after Tropical Storm Trami hit a month ago, in Binan, Laguna province, Philippines. Storm-weary communities in the Philippines are beginning to rebuild after Super Typhoon Man-yi and five other storms in the past month devastated homes and displaced hundreds of thousands.
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                [image: Several children wearing traditional head wraps hold lanterns during a festival.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children hold candles during a celebration of the Kalaw fireworks festival in Kalaw township, Myanmar's southeastern Shan State, on November 17, 2024.
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                [image: A shepherd, in silhouette, returns home with her flock at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shepherd returns home with her flock at sunset, near the city of Al-Qasim in Iraq's Babylon governorate, south of the capital Baghdad, on November 15, 2024.
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                [image: People work to install one of half a dozen floating-pontoon pedestrian bridges across a wide, shallow river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Laborers install a floating pontoon bridge across the river Ganges for devotees ahead of the upcoming Maha Kumbh festival in Prayagraj, India, on November 16, 2024.
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                [image: A person sleds down a hill in what appears to be a kayak.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person sleds down a hill following snowfall on November 21, 2024, in Dorchester, England.
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                [image: A bicycle covered in snow leans on a fence.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bicycle covered with snow in the district of Montmartre, in Paris, France, on November 21, 2024
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                [image: Two people adjust ornaments on a tall Christmas tree inside an ornate room of Windsor Castle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Royal-household staff pose for a photograph next to a decorated Christmas tree in Windsor Castle on November 21, 2024, in Windsor, England.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.







This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/photo/2024/11/photos-of-the-week-bomb-cyclone-rainbow-hills-park-hawk/680750/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Problem With Boycotting Israel

Writers should build bridges instead of walls.

by Arash Azizi




When you hear that thousands of writers have signed a petition, you can already guess what they are calling for: What other than boycotting Israel could generate such enthusiasm among the literati?

A staggering 6,000 writers and publishing professionals have signed a letter to address "the most profound moral, political and cultural crisis of the 21st century." They are calling for a boycott of Israeli cultural institutions. The letter says that these institutions have played a crucial role in "normalizing ... injustices" and that cooperating with them harms Palestinians--the implication being that withholding cooperation will help Palestinians. Signatories include some of the best writers alive. If you like to read, chances are a favorite of yours is on here. Among the best-known are the novelists Percival Everett, Sally Rooney, Jhumpa Lahiri, and Annie Ernaux. Some of my own favorites include the Indian writer Arundhati Roy, the Canadian novelist Miriam Toews, and the British critic Owen Hatherley.

Read: The cowardice of open letters

Predictably, the letter has led to a backlash. Almost 1,000 writers issued a counter-letter. They include the Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright David Mamet, the essayist Adam Gopnik, the historian Simon Sebag Montefiore, and the Nobel laureate Herta Muller. My favorite signatory on this one is another Nobel laureate, the fiery left-wing feminist Austrian Elfriede Jelinek, known for her 1983 masterpiece The Piano Teacher.

I am as horrified as anyone by Israel's brutal and criminal war in Gaza and its decades-long regime of occupation. As a writer, my primary solidarity is with the dozens of journalists killed in the conflict in the past year, the majority of whom were Palestinian. But I also have no doubt as to which side of this literary civil war I am on.

I've never joined a cultural boycott of any country--not Israel, not Russia, and not Iran, my own country of birth. The latter informs my outlook on the issue.

I grew up in one of the most culturally isolated countries on Earth. Our case was, of course, very different from Israel's. Iran's isolation was partly the doing of its own government, which banned foreign cultural products that violated its religious and political strictures--meaning most of them. Cinemas hardly ever showed newly released foreign films (rare exceptions included Michael Moore's Sicko and Frank Darabont's The Green Mile). The censors constrained what foreign literature Iranian publishers could translate and publish.

But our isolation also owed to the international sanctions on Iran that made any financial exchange with foreign entities into a potentially criminal affair. For example, we might have accessed banned foreign literature by ordering copies in original languages from abroad--except that this was not so easy in a country that had no credit cards, partly because international banks faced legal penalties for transacting with anybody inside it. When I was a teenager, my mom once helped me order a copy of Susan Sontag's Against Interpretation through Amazon, using a prepaid card we went to some trouble to obtain from Dubai. The ordering process was labyrinthine, and even then, the book took six months to arrive. (My Palestinian friends in the occupied West Bank tell me of similar travails, because their post is sometimes held by Israel for months.) In 2002, Iran's clandestine nuclear program was exposed, and the United States imposed a progression of sanctions that effectively blocked even this circuitous route. Today, many such simple exchanges between Iran and Western countries are close to impossible.

Some opponents of the Iranian regime abroad have reinforced Iran's isolation by equating cultural exchange with an unwanted "normalization" of the regime. They have protested the inclusion of Iranian films at festivals and the travel of Western cultural figures to Iran. I left Iran in 2008, but I have never supported such efforts, because I saw for myself how cultural isolation served Iran's oppressors. Many of us in Iranian society wanted nothing more than to find allies, counterparts, and inspiration abroad, and our regime wanted nothing less for us. Boycotting the country simply advanced the cause of our adversaries--namely, to cut the Iranian population off from influences that could bolster its courage and expand the reach of its solidarity.

That the Iranian people yearned for such contact was evident to those Western thinkers who did manage to visit. Jurgen Habermas, Immanuel Wallerstein, Michael Ignatieff, and Richard Rorty were among those who traveled to Iran and were treated like pop stars, filling meeting halls and taking part in enthusiastic exchanges with Iranians. Sadly these visits have dwindled in recent years, not just because of the regime's restrictions, but also because sanctions make any such exchange a tremendous hassle and a potential violation of U.S. law. (Foreign visitors also fear coming, because of the regime's grim track record of taking Western citizens hostage.) That Iranians can still enjoy a good deal of foreign literature in Persian translation owes entirely to the courage and persistence of Iranian publishers, many of whom have tangled with both the censors, who determine what is permissible, and the sanctions, which make dealings with publishers around the world difficult.

When I hear of boycotts on Israeli writers, I think of those Israeli writers who have been published in Persian translation regardless of these obstacles. I ask myself who would benefit if fewer Iranians could read Amos Oz's enchanting fairy tale, Suddenly in the Depths of the Forest, rendered in Persian by the Marxist poet Shahrouz Rashid. The book tells of two children in an unnamed village who decide, against the advice of their parents, to seek out a demon that has taken all the animals away. Some critics saw this story as an allusion to the Holocaust. I remember discussing it with friends in Tehran and finding within it our own meanings and references. We dreamed of meeting Oz, who died in 2018, and of sharing our interpretations with him. What good is served by severing such cross-cultural exchange?

Some supporters of boycotts will address these concerns by saying that their means are selective, that they punish only those writers or other artists who are linked, financially or ideologically, with states engaged in objectionable behavior, and that doing so has a track record of success in changing state behavior. But the question of which artists to tar as complicit with their governments' policies is not a simple one, and boycotts are a blunt instrument at best.

For instance, the writers' petition explicitly calls for sanctioning only those Israeli cultural institutions that are "complicit in violating Palestinian rights" or "have never publicly recognized the inalienable rights of the Palestinian people." Any Israeli cultural institution that has had to rely on state funding, in any form or at any point, could conceivably fall afoul of this criterion. Perhaps this explains why LitHub, the outlet that first published the letter, has done away with niceties and simply headlined it as a "pledge to boycott Israeli cultural institutions," as have most other outlets.

Read: When writers silence writers

Since it was founded in 2005, the Palestinian-led movement for boycotts, sanctions, and divestment (BDS) against Israel has shown that it likes to paint with a broad brush, censuring organizations that promote contact between Palestinians and Israelis on the grounds that they "normalize" Israel: In the past, BDS has boycotted the Arab-Jewish orchestra started by the Palestinian scholar Edward Said; one of its most recent targets was Standing Together, a courageous group of anti-war Israeli citizens, both Jewish and Palestinian, whose leaders and members have faced arrest in their long fight against Israel's occupation. A similar zeal seems to animate those who have promoted a boycott of Russian culture following Moscow's invasion of Ukraine in 2022.

Many of those who advocate cultural sanctions point to South Africa as the shining example of boycott success. As is often the case with politicized appeals to history, the purpose here is to draw a strong moral injunction: Who could possibly stand on the side of the apartheid regime, which was triumphantly brought down in the 1990s and replaced by a multiracial democracy? But the history of the boycott movement against South Africa is more complicated than those analogizing it commonly acknowledge.

Started in 1959 following a call by the African National Congress, the movement encompassed pledges not to work with South African universities or publishers and not to perform in South African venues. Several major U.S. publishers refused to provide books to South African libraries. The boycott's proponents included not only fiery left-wingers but liberal doyens, such as the philosopher Isaiah Berlin and the American Library Association (ALA), which refused to work with any publisher that traded with South Africa. In 1980, the United Nations General Assembly voted to back the boycott and asked member states to "prevent all cultural, academic, sports, and other exchanges with the racist regime of South Africa." When apartheid finally collapsed in the 1990s, Nelson Mandela proudly proclaimed the return of his country to the international community.

But for all that they may have achieved, the boycotts were far from uncontroversial, even among opponents of apartheid. Many South African trade unions and social movements were in favor of them, but the Congress of South African Trade Unions, the main workers' organization that helped bring down the regime, was concerned that divestment could lead to the loss of jobs and pensions. Parts of that group embraced selective boycotts instead of a blanket ban.

Sanctions were even more contested in the art world. In 1975, Khabi Mngoma, the legendary principal of Johannesburg's African Music and Drama Association (AMDA), which had produced stars such as Miriam Makeba and Hugh Masekela, visited New York to campaign against the boycott movement. "We feel isolated inside South Africa," he told The New York Times, "and we also feel isolated by the outside world."

Mngoma was especially incensed that Black Americans were boycotting his country. "The students in our school, for example, would gain tremendously simply by being exposed in seminars and other classes to the expertise of black American artists," he said. "By staying away, blacks here do us a great disservice." But the zealots of the boycott movement didn't listen to the likes of Mngoma. In 1972, Muhammad Ali was scheduled to compete in South Africa, but a vociferous campaign dissuaded him from doing so.

Mngoma believed that engagement could be more constructive than sanction. On an earlier trip to New York, in 1968, he met with theater personalities and tried to persuade them to perform in South Africa instead of boycotting; they could tax white audiences and channel the money to Black theater. That strategy had some successes. The Broadway musicals Cabaret and Fiddler on the Roof were performed in South Africa and contributed tens of thousands of dollars in royalties to AMDA. Later, the American playwright Arthur Miller agreed to stage his plays in South Africa, but only for desegregated audiences. The singer Paul Simon recorded his Graceland album in South Africa in 1986, insisting on the importance of working with Black artists in the country. A year later, he headlined an enormous anti-apartheid concert in Zimbabwe with Makeba and Masekela. That same year, boycott proponents picketed his concert in London's Royal Albert Hall and denounced him.

Just how important a role the boycotts played in ending apartheid is disputed. Mattie C. Webb, a lecturer and postdoctoral researcher at Yale, tells me they were significant, "but they were only one factor in a broader movement that also included internal social movements against apartheid. The sanctions themselves were limited, and frankly came rather late in the broader struggle against apartheid." Lior Sternfeld, an Israeli American historian of Iran at Penn State, put a finer point on this, telling me: "I have tried in vain to find any empirical evidence that the boycott movement helped topple the South African regime."

Sternfeld has taken an interest in the question because of his work involving Israel and Iran. He is a critic of Israeli policy--both the occupation and the conduct of the war in Gaza--and he makes no brief for Israeli universities, which he says have tried "to get cozy with the government." He does favor some sanctions--for example, kicking Israel out of the FIFA World Cup and other sporting events, as has been done to Russia. But he believes that cultural boycotts will primarily hurt Israeli intellectuals, who are already demonized by their government.

"I have always believed that activism is about engagement, whereas BDS is articulated as a call for disengagement," he told me. "I oppose the boycotts because it is important to have some sort of a bridge to Israeli intelligentsia."

Sternfeld's position, like mine, is informed by observing the results of sanctions against Iran. He points specifically to How Sanctions Work: Iran and the Impact of Economic Warfare, a book published earlier this year by four Iranian American scholars, which argues that isolation has had adverse effects on Iran's political culture and has counterproductively strengthened the regime's repressive apparatus. The Iranian scholar Esfandyar Batmanghelidj, an outspoken opponent of the sanctions on Iran, has raised questions about boycotting Israel for similar reasons, to the ire of some on the left.

Lately Iran and Israel have found themselves ever more dangerously at odds, and the lack of people-to-people contact between the two countries doesn't help. That's one reason Sternfeld accepted a surprising overture in September: The Iranian mission to the United Nations invited him to attend an interfaith meeting with President Masoud Pezeshkian on the sidelines of the United Nations General Assembly in New York. This encounter made Pezeshkian the first post-revolutionary Iranian president to knowingly and openly meet with an Israeli citizen. Iranian hard-liners attacked him for it relentlessly. As for Sternfeld, some critics of the Iranian regime in the United States denounced him for taking the meeting, even as hard-liners in Tehran called him a Zionist infiltrator.

Iran bans its citizens from visiting Israel, but numerous Iranian writers and artists in exile have traveled to the country anyway in recent years. Their visits have helped show Israelis, used to hearing of the "Iranian threat" from their government, a more human side of the country.

The filmmaker Mohsen Makhmalbaf was a guest of honor at the Jerusalem Film Festival in 2013. Makhmalbaf was once an Islamist revolutionary; he spent four and a half years in prison before the 1979 revolution. But he went through a remarkable metamorphosis in the 1990s, becoming an anti-regime dissident and winding up in exile in Paris.

"I am one of the ambassadors for Iranian art to Israel, and my message was of peace and friendship," he told The Guardian of his trip at the time. "When I flew to Israel last week, I felt like a man flying to another planet, like a man flying to the moon." Makhmalbaf criticized the logic of boycotters, saying, "If I make a film in Iran, and you come to my country to watch it, does it mean you confirm dictatorship in Iran and you have no respect for political prisoners in Iran?" he asked rhetorically of his critics. "If you go to the US, does it mean you confirm their attack on Afghanistan and Iraq?"

Orly Cohen, a Tehran-born scholar who has lived in Israel most of her life, has helped organize the trips of several Iranian artists to the country. Now a Ph.D. candidate at the University of Haifa, she has also translated the work of Iranian poets into Hebrew.

"In the Israeli news, all Israelis hear of Iran is war," she told me by phone. "They don't know about Iran's culture and how much beautiful art is made in the country today."

Read: Iranian dissidents don't want war with Israel-but they can't stop it

Cohen translated a book of poems by Mehdi Mousavi, known in Iran as the "father of postmodern poetry," and facilitated his visit to Israel last year for its publication. He was the subject of a cover story in Haaretz, and he struck up a relationship with a well-known Iraqi-born poet, Ronny Someck. "He was seen as a bridge of friendship," Cohen told me. "For the first time," she said of Mousavi's Israeli audience, "they saw Iran through Iranian, not Israeli, eyes."

Cohen also helped organize an exhibition about Iranian feminist movements at Jerusalem's Museum of Islamic Art. Israeli feminists took an interest, but what surprised Cohen more was the feedback from religious Jews, some of whom were inspired by the example of Iranian women standing up to religious repression.

Boycotts preclude such experiences and connections. In the years since 2005, when the Palestinian movement adopted BDS, the tenuous links that once allowed Israeli and Palestinian scholars and artists to be in contact have been cut one after another. Israeli peace activists used to travel frequently to the West Bank and speak at events there. But in 2014, Amira Hass, Haaretz's correspondent in Ramallah and a vociferous critic of the Israeli occupation, was kicked out of an event at Bir Zeit University by two professors.

Some boycotters do seem concerned about punishing people like Hass, hence the guidelines that carve out ostensible exceptions for those who are critical of the policies of the boycotted state. But I don't see how any freedom-loving writer can embrace such a position. What distinguishes us from authoritarians and censors if we impose ideological litmus tests to decide which writers can present their work at festivals--if we ask them to declare their opposition to a political regime before they are allowed to speak?

This world is full of walls that divide peoples, and of regimes that impose ideological purity tests on writers. If writers are to use our collective powers, it should not be to add to them.
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The AI War Was Never Just About AI

Tech giants such as Google and Meta need something more than compelling chatbots to win.

by Matteo Wong




For almost two years now, the world's biggest tech companies have been at war over generative AI. Meta may be known for social media, Google for search, and Amazon for online shopping, but since the release of ChatGPT, each has made tremendous investments in an attempt to dominate in this new era. Along with start-ups such as OpenAI, Anthropic, and Perplexity, their spending on data centers and chatbots is on track to eclipse the costs of sending the first astronauts to the moon.



To be successful, these companies will have to do more than build the most "intelligent" software: They will need people to use, and return to, their products. Everyone wants to be Facebook, and nobody wants to be Friendster. To that end, the best strategy in tech hasn't changed: build an ecosystem that users can't help but live in. Billions of people use Google Search every day, so Google built a generative-AI product known as "AI Overviews" right into the results page, granting it an immediate advantage over competitors.



This is why a recent proposal from the Department of Justice is so significant. The government wants to break up Google's monopoly over the search market, but its proposed remedies may in fact do more to shape the future of AI. Google owns 15 products that serve at least half a billion people and businesses each--a sprawling ecosystem of gadgets, search and advertising, personal applications, and enterprise software. An AI assistant that shows up in (or works well with) those products will be the one that those people are most likely to use. And Google has already woven its flagship Gemini AI models into Search, Gmail, Maps, Android, Chrome, the Play Store, and YouTube, all of which have at least 2 billion users each. AI doesn't have to be life-changing to be successful; it just has to be frictionless. The DOJ now has an opportunity to add some resistance. (In a statement last week, Kent Walker, Google's chief legal officer, called the Department of Justice's proposed remedy part of an "interventionist agenda that would harm Americans and America's global technology leadership," including the company's "leading role" in AI.)

Read: The horseshoe theory of Google Search

Google is not the only competitor with an ecosystem advantage. Apple is integrating its Apple Intelligence suite across eligible iPhones, iPads, and Macs. Meta, with more than 3 billion users across its platforms, including Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp, enjoys similar benefits. Amazon's AI shopping assistant, Rufus, has garnered little major attention but nonetheless became available to the website's U.S. shoppers this fall. However much of the DOJ's request the court ultimately grants, these giants will still lead the AI race--but Google had the clearest advantage among them.



Just how good any of these companies' AI products are has limited relevance to their adoption. Google's AI tools have repeatedly shown major flaws, such as confidently recommending eating rocks for good health, but the features continue to be used by more and more people simply because they're there. Similarly, Apple's AI models are less powerful than Gemini or ChatGPT, but they will have a huge user base simply because of how popular the iPhone is. Meta's AI models may not be state-of-the-art, but that doesn't matter to billions of Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp users who just want to ask a chatbot a silly question or generate a random illustration. Tech companies without such an ecosystem are well aware of their disadvantage: OpenAI, for instance, is reportedly considering developing its own web browser, and it has partnered with Apple to integrate ChatGPT across the company's phones, tablets, and computers.

Read: AI search is turning into the problem everyone worried about

This is why it's relevant that the DOJ's proposed antitrust remedy takes aim at Google's broader ecosystem. Federal and state attorneys asked the court to force Google to sell off its Chrome browser; cease preferencing its search products in the Android mobile operating system; prevent it from paying other companies, including Apple and Samsung, to make Google the default search engine; and allow rivals to syndicate Google's search results and use its search index to build their own products. All of these and the DOJ's other requests, under the auspices of search, are really shots at Google's expansive empire.



As my colleague Ian Bogost has argued, selling Chrome might not affect Google's search dominance: "People returned to Google because they wanted to, not just because the company had strong-armed them," he wrote last week. But selling Chrome and potentially Android, as well as preventing Google from making its search engine the default option for various other companies' products, would make it harder for Google to funnel billions of people to the rest of its software, including AI. Meanwhile, access to Google's search index could provide a huge boost to OpenAI, Perplexity, Microsoft, and other AI search competitors: Perhaps the hardest part of building a searchbot is trawling the web for reliable links, and rivals would gain access to the most coveted way of doing so.

Read: Google already won

The Justice Department seems to recognize that the AI war implicates and goes beyond search. Without intervention, Google's search monopoly could give it an unfair advantage over AI as well--and an AI monopoly could further entrench the company's control over search. The court, attorneys wrote, must prevent Google from "manipulating the development and deployment of new technologies," most notably AI, to further throttle competition.



And so the order also takes explicit aim at AI. The DOJ wants to bar Google from self-preferencing AI products, in addition to Search, in Chrome, Android, and all of its other products. It wants to stop Google from buying exclusive rights to sources of AI-training data and disallow Google from investing in AI start-ups and competitors that are in or might enter the search market. (Two days after the DOJ released its proposal, Amazon invested another $4 billion into Anthropic, the start-up and OpenAI rival that Google has also heavily backed to this point, suggesting that the e-commerce giant might be trying to lock in an advantage over Google.) The DOJ also requested that Google provide a simple way for publishers to opt out of their content being used to train Google's AI models or be cited in AI-enhanced search products. All of that will make it harder for Google to train and market future AI models, and easier for its rivals to do the same.



When the DOJ first sued Google, in 2020, it was concerned with the internet of old: a web that appeared intractably stuck, long ago calcified in the image of the company that controls how billions of people access and navigate it. Four years and a historic victory later, its proposed remedy enters an internet undergoing an upheaval that few could have foreseen--but that the DOJ's lawsuit seems to have nonetheless anticipated. A frequently cited problem with antitrust litigation in tech is anachronism, that by the time a social-media, or personal-computing, or e-commerce monopoly is apparent, it is already too late to disrupt. With generative AI, the government may finally have the head start it needs.
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The Right Has a Bluesky Problem

The X exodus is weakening a way for conservatives to speak to the masses.

by Ali Breland




Since Elon Musk bought Twitter in 2022 and subsequently turned it into X, disaffected users have talked about leaving once and for all. Maybe they'd post some about how X has gotten worse to use, how it harbors white supremacists, how it pushes right-wing posts into their feed, or how distasteful they find the fact that Musk has cozied up to Donald Trump. Then they'd leave. Or at least some of them did. For the most part, X has held up as the closest thing to a central platform for political and cultural discourse.



But that may have changed. After Trump's election victory, more people appear to have gotten serious about leaving. According to Similarweb, a social-media analytics company, the week after the election corresponded with the biggest spike in account deactivations on X since Musk's takeover of the site. Many of these users have fled to Bluesky: The Twitter-like microblogging platform has added about 10 million new accounts since October.



X has millions of users and can afford to shed some here and there. Many liberal celebrities, journalists, writers, athletes, and artists still use it--but that they'll continue to do so is not guaranteed. In a sense, this is a victory for conservatives: As the left flees and X loses broader relevance, it becomes a more overtly right-wing site. But the right needs liberals on X. If the platform becomes akin to "alt-tech platforms" such as Gab or Truth Social, this shift would be good for people on the right who want their politics to be affirmed. It may not be as good for persuading people to join their political movement.



The number of people departing X indicates that something is shifting, but raw user numbers have never fully captured the point of what the site was. Twitter's value proposition was that relatively influential people talked to each other on it. In theory, you could log on to Twitter and see a country singer rib a cable-news anchor, billionaires bloviate, artists talk about media theory, historians get into vicious arguments, and celebrities share vaguely interesting minutiae about their lives. More so than anywhere else, you could see the unvarnished thoughts of the relatively powerful and influential. And anyone, even you, could maybe strike up a conversation with such people. As each wave departs X, the site gradually becomes less valuable to those who stay, prompting a cycle that slowly but surely diminishes X's relevance.



This is how you get something approaching Gab or Truth Social. They are both platforms with modest but persistent usership that can be useful for conservatives to send messages to their base: Trump owns Truth Social, and has announced many of his Cabinet picks on the site. (As Doug Burgum, his nominee for interior secretary, said earlier this month: "Nothing's true until you read it on Truth Social.") But the platforms have little utility to the general public. Gab and Truth Social are rare examples of actual echo chambers, where conservatives can congregate to energize themselves and reinforce their ideology. These are not spaces that mean much to anyone who is not just conservative, but extremely conservative. Normal people do not log on to Gab and Truth Social. These places are for political obsessives whose appetites are not satiated by talk radio and Fox News. They are for open anti-Semites, unabashed swastika-posting neo-Nazis, transphobes, and people who say they want to kill Democrats.



Of course, if X becomes more explicitly right wing, it will be a far bigger conservative echo chamber than either Gab or Truth Social. Truth Social reportedly had just 70,000 users as of May, and a 2022 study found just 1 percent of American adults get their news from Gab. Still, the right successfully completing a Gab-ification of X doesn't mean that moderates and everyone to the left of them would have to live on a platform dominated by the right and mainline conservative perspectives. It would just mean that even more people with moderate and liberal sympathies will get disgusted and leave the platform, and that the right will lose the ability to shape wider discourse.



The conservative activist Christopher Rufo, who has successfully seeded moral panics around critical race theory and DEI hiring practices, has directly pointed to X as a tool that has let him reach a general audience. The reason right-wing politicians and influencers such as Representative Marjorie Taylor Greene, Nick Fuentes, and Candace Owens keep posting on it instead of on conservative platforms is because they want what Rufo wants: a chance to push their perspectives into the mainstream. This utility becomes diminished when most of the people looking at X are just other right-wingers who already agree with them. The fringier, vanguard segments of the online right seem to understand this and are trying to follow the libs to Bluesky.





Liberals and the left do not need the right to be online in the way that the right needs liberals and the left. The nature of reactionary politics demands constant confrontations--literal reactions--to the left. People like Rufo would have a substantially harder time trying to influence opinions on a platform without liberals. "Triggering the libs" sounds like a joke, but it is often essential for segments of the right. This explains the popularity of some X accounts with millions of followers, such as Libs of TikTok, whose purpose is to troll liberals.



The more liberals leave X, the less value it offers to the right, both in terms of cultural relevance and in opportunities for trolling. The X exodus won't happen overnight. Some users might be reluctant to leave because it's hard to reestablish an audience built up over the years, and network effects will keep X relevant. But it's not a given that a platform has to last. Old habits die hard, but they can die.
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The Case Against Spinning Off Chrome

There are better ways to address Google's dominance.

by Ian Bogost




This past summer, a U.S. district court declared Google a monopolist. On Wednesday, the Department of Justice filed its proposed remedy. This plan--the government's "proposed final judgment," or PFJ--must be approved by the judge who is overseeing the case. But it outlines changes the government believes would be sufficient to loosen Google's grip on the search market.

Notably, the DOJ has proposed that Google sell off its Chrome web browser--which currently accounts for about two-thirds of the browser market--and stay out of that business for five years. That proposal may seem righteous and effective, and stripping Google of its browser does make the government look bold. The proposal also seems to right a cosmic wrong from more than two decades ago, when the DOJ tried (and failed) to get Microsoft to unbundle its own Internet Explorer browser during a prior antitrust enforcement. This time around, the government's lawyers insist that wresting Chrome from Google's mitts is necessary to prevent Google from setting a default search engine for the majority of internet surfers, and pushing those same people to other Google products too. (By the same logic, the PFJ prevents Google from paying rivals such as Apple for default-search placement.)

This is a mistake. Google's control of Chrome has surely benefited its market position and its bottom line. But Chrome might remain a boon for Google even if it's under outside ownership. Instead, why not force Google to strip Chrome of its Google-promoting features, and let the browser be a burden rather than a tool for market domination?

In August, I argued that declaring Google a monopoly might not matter, because the company had already won the search wars. Searching the web effectively via text typed into input boxes was Google's first and perhaps only innovation; the competitors that arose--DuckDuckGo, Bing, and so on--offered their own takes on Googling, which became the generic term for searching the web. People returned to Google because they wanted to, not just because the company had strong-armed them.

Read: Google already won

Google did incentivize competitors to maintain that status quo. Mozilla's Firefox browser offers a case study. The foundation's most recent annual report lists $510 million in royalty revenue for 2022, some of which surely comes from Google in the form of referral fees for Google searches. The PFJ appears to prohibit these kinds of payments, and whatever revenue they generate for Mozilla. If those are off the table, browser companies may end up letting users choose their own default search service. But the results could ultimately look very much the same: People who like and are familiar with Google might just choose it again.

Google built the Chrome browser in part to steer web users to its services--Search (and the ads it serves), Gmail, Google Docs, and so forth. Search was, of course, the most important of these. (Chrome was the first major browser to integrate web-search functionality directly into the address bar, a design known as the omnibox.) But over time, other Google features have become more and more entwined with Chrome's operation. When I opened my Chrome browser in order to write this article, it presented me with a user-profile screen, strongly encouraging me to log in to my Google account, which gives Google insights into what I do online. That facility also offers me seamless access to Google Docs and Gmail, because I am already logged in.

Given that Chrome accounts for so much of the web-browser market, a more effective way to quash Google's bad tendencies might involve sabotaging its browser rather than selling it off. Instead of making Google divest Chrome, the DOJ could have it keep the browser running (and secure) while stripping it of all the features that make Google services ready to hand. Killing the omnibox would be the boldest of these acts, because search, which basically means Googling, would no longer be presented as the default act on the web. Likewise, removing the tight Google-account integration and associated benefits for Google's services and data collection would frustrate the company's monopoly more effectively than a spun-off browser ever could.
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The Celebrity Look-Alike Contest Boom

Suddenly, these events are everywhere. What's going on?

by Kaitlyn Tiffany




The fad began with a Timothee Chalamet look-alike contest in New York City on a beautiful day last month. Thousands of people came and caused a ruckus. At least one of the Timothees was among the four people arrested by New York City police. Eventually, the real Timothee Chalamet showed up to take pictures with fans. The event, which was organized by a popular YouTuber who had recently received some attention for eating a tub of cheeseballs in a public park, captured lightning in a bottle. It didn't even matter that the winner didn't look much like the actor, or that the prize was only $50.



In the weeks since, similar look-alike contests have sprung up all over the country, organized by different people for their own strange reasons. There was a Zayn Malik look-alike contest in Brooklyn, a Dev Patel look-alike contest in San Francisco, and a particularly rowdy Jeremy Allen White look-alike contest in Chicago. Harry Styles look-alikes gathered in London, Paul Mescal look-alikes in Dublin. Zendaya look-alikes competed in Oakland, and a "Zendaya's two co-stars from Challengers" lookalike contest will be held in Los Angeles on Sunday. As I write this, I have been alerted to plans for a Jack Schlossberg look-alike contest to be held in Washington, D.C., the same day. (Schlossberg is John F. Kennedy's only grandson; he both works at Vogue and was also profiled by Vogue this year.)



These contests evidently provide some thrill that people are finding irresistible at this specific moment in time. What is it? The chance to win some viral fame or even just positive online attention is surely part of it, but those returns are diminishing. The more contests there are, the less novel each one is, and the less likely it is to be worth the hassle. That Chalamet showed up to his look-alike contest was magic--he's also the only celebrity to attend one of these contests so far. Yet the contests continue.



Celebrities have a mystical quality that's undeniable, and it is okay to want to be in touch with the sublime. Still, some observers sense something a bit sinister behind the playfulness of contest after contest, advertised with poster after poster on telephone pole after telephone pole. The playwright Jeremy O. Harris wrote on X that the contests are "Great Depression era coded,"  seeming to note desperation and a certain manic optimism in these events. The comparison is not quite right--although the people at these contests may not all have jobs, they don't seem to be starving (one of the contests promised only two packs of cigarettes and a MetroCard as a prize)--but I understand what he's getting at. Clearly, the look-alike competitions do not exist in a vacuum.



The startling multiplication of the contests reminds me of the summer of 2020, when otherwise rational-seeming people suggested that the FBI was planting caches of fireworks in various American cities as part of a convoluted psyop. There were just too many fireworks going off for anything else to make sense! So people said. With hindsight, it's easy to recognize that theory as an expression of extreme anxiety brought on by the early months of the coronavirus pandemic. At the time, some were also feeling heightened distrust of law enforcement, which had in some places reacted to Black Lives Matter protests with violence.



Today's internet-y stunts are just silly events, but people are looking for greater meaning in them. Over the past few weeks, although some have grown a bit weary of the contests, a consensus has also formed that they are net good because they are bringing people out of their house and into "third spaces" (public parks) and fraternity ("THE PEOPLE LONG FOR COMMUNITY"). This too carries a whiff of desperation, as though people are intentionally putting on a brave face and shoving forward symbols of our collective creativity and togetherness.

I think the reason is obvious. The look-alike contests, notably, started at the end of October. The first one took place on the same day as a Donald Trump campaign event at Madison Square Garden, which featured many gleefully racist speeches and was reasonably compared by many to a Nazi rally. The photos from the contests maybe serve as small reassurance that cities, many of which shifted dramatically rightward in the recent presidential election, are still the places that we want to believe they are--the closest approximation of America's utopian experiment, where people of all different origins and experiences live together in relative peace and harmony and, importantly, good fun. At least most of the time.
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What Comes Next for Trump's Nominees

Can long-serving Republicans defy Trump's isolationism during his second term?

by The Editors




Matt Gaetz has withdrawn from consideration for attorney general but many of Donald Trump's other nominees continue to draw controversy. On Washington Week With The Atlantic, panelists joined Jeffrey Goldberg to discuss Trump's other equally improbable Cabinet choices, and what could come next for these nominees.

With the announcement of Gaetz's withdrawal, much attention has now turned to Trump's nominee for secretary of defense, Pete Hegseth, who, like Gaetz, also faces allegations of sexual assault. "The senators to watch on this nomination are going to be not just the national-security hawks but female Republican senators like Susan Collins and Lisa Murkowski, who are always the wild cards, but also someone like Senator Joni Ernst," Andrew Desiderio said last night. Although Ernst has been complimentary thus far about Hegseth's nomination, Desiderio explained, she has also been open about her support for women in combat roles, something that Hegseth has spoken out against.

As for longtime Republican lawmakers, questions still remain over how their reactions to Trump's Cabinet picks will play out in the confirmation process. Are we going to see Mitch McConnell "lead an insurgent faction now that he's not going to be the Senate leader?" Goldberg asked panelists last night.

"There might be a story of what he does behind closed doors compared to what you see publicly," Zolan Kanno-Youngs said. No longer serving as the leader of his party, "he now does not need to worry about managing the factions of the Senate" and, given his past criticism of Trump, McConnell "now has the leeway to be more outspoken."

Joining the editor in chief of The Atlantic, Jeffrey Goldberg, to discuss this and more: Laura Barron-Lopez, a White House correspondent for PBS NewsHour; Andrew Desiderio, a senior congressional reporter at Punchbowl News; Zolan Kanno-Youngs, a White House correspondent at The New York Times; and Ashley Parker, a senior national political correspondent for The Washington Post.

Watch the full episode here.
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Everyone Agrees Americans Aren't Healthy

The Biden administration tried to address the country's health problems, with only modest success.

by Nicholas Florko




Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is wrong about a lot of things in public health. Vaccines don't cause autism. Raw milk is more dangerous than pasteurized milk. And cellphones haven't been shown to cause brain cancer. But the basic idea behind his effort to "Make America Healthy Again" is correct: America is not healthy, and our current system has not fixed the problem.



Joe Biden entered office promising to "beat" the coronavirus pandemic, cure cancer, and get more people health care. Arguably no one on Earth can talk more passionately about funding cancer research than Biden, whose son Beau died of brain cancer in 2015 and who, in 2022, announced an initiative to halve U.S. cancer deaths in the next 25 years. Robert Califf, Biden's FDA commissioner, has been particularly stalwart in arguing that the agency must play a role in reversing a "catastrophic decline" in Americans' life expectancy, and has repeatedly warned of "an ever-growing epidemic of diet-related chronic diseases," such as cardiovascular disease and type 2 diabetes. A 2019 study found that just 12 percent of Americans are considered metabolically healthy, based on their waist circumference, blood sugar, blood pressure, and cholesterol.



Of course Biden's White House was never going to end cancer or obesity in four years. But many of its policies barely scratched the surface of America's wide-ranging health problems. Despite Califf's dramatic language about the country's diet problems, for example, the FDA's efforts to improve the situation have mostly revolved around giving Americans more information about healthy foods.



The public-health bureaucracy that the Trump administration will inherit is more focused on and skilled at treating America's health problems than preventing them. That shortcoming--despite the billions of dollars spent every year at these agencies--has damaged the credibility of the public-health establishment enough that Kennedy is now Donald Trump's nominee for secretary of Health and Human Services. Marty Makary, Trump's pick to lead the FDA, has similarly risen in prominence by second-guessing "medical dogma" in the U.S. and beyond. And Trump's pick to lead the CDC, former Representative Dave Weldon, has criticized the agency's vaccine policies and once attempted to block its vaccine-safety research because of what he claimed were conflicts of interest. A set of men who have made careers of distrusting our existing health-care agencies may soon be empowered to try to blow them up.



The Biden administration, to be fair, had less time to deal with America's deeper health issues, because it was forced to deal with at least a few calamities. Much of Biden's term was spent navigating the country out of the pandemic. On the whole, his administration achieved most of its COVID goals. The Biden White House provided Americans with free COVID tests and mounted a vaccination campaign that resulted in more than three-quarters of the country getting a shot. Still, the pandemic left the CDC beleaguered by claims that it was simultaneously too slow and too aggressive in its efforts to fight the virus. During Biden's presidency, the agency promised to "share science and data faster" and "translate science into practical policy," but it has struggled to respond to the continued spread of bird flu. Public-health experts have slammed the CDC for not sharing enough information about the virus's spread, including a human case in Missouri earlier this year, and farmers have been reluctant to implement the agency's recommendations for preventing transmission of the virus from sick cattle to humans.
 
 Some of those calamities were self-inflicted. The FDA is entrusted with ensuring that our food and medicines are safe, and it generally does spot issues quickly after they occur. But for months, the FDA failed to act on a whistleblower complaint alerting regulators to deplorable conditions at an infant-formula factory that eventually caused nationwide formula shortages and two infant deaths. The FDA is also supposed to decide what tobacco products can be sold, but it has failed to police the illegal market for vapes and nicotine pouches, such as Zyn. And for all the administration's talk of being guided by "science and truth," the White House seemingly bowed to political pressure and abandoned a plan to ban menthol cigarettes at the very end of a long rule-making process. The past four years have revealed that crucial parts of the agency's remit--most notably its oversight of tobacco and the food system--have been neglected by agency leadership; in 2022, independent reviews of the FDA's food and tobacco centers found that both lacked clarity on mission and goals.



At the same time, the administration has failed to deliver on its loftier ambitions. Biden quietly dropped some of his bolder ideas, such as his campaign promise to create a public-option insurance plan. The Advanced Research Projects Agency for Health, a new government agency that funds high-risk, high-reward research and is essential to Biden's cancer goals, is in its infancy, and Republicans in Congress are already eager to cut its budget. And some promises, such as Biden's grand goal to help change America's diet, have been approached more like trivial pursuits.



The administration branded its 2022 hunger and nutrition conference, for instance, as the largest and most important gathering on nutrition policy since the Nixon administration. That 1960s conference led to millions of children gaining access to school lunch and to the creation of the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children (or WIC), which provides food to about 6 million Americans each month. The Biden administration's summit ended with a pledge to end hunger and improve America's diet by 2030, but the steps taken toward tackling those goals--such as developing a plan to add warning labels to unhealthy foods--have been modest. And all the agency has done so far on that project is conduct research on the labels' potential design. The FDA has also pledged to lower the sodium in foods, but the targets it's set for the food industry are entirely voluntary.



These efforts are understandably careful and bureaucratic. The agency's caution over warning-label design comes amid threats from the food industry to sue over any label deemed unjustified. Indeed, in the U.S. legal system, regulators have trouble mandating that companies do much of anything without it being branded as unconstitutional. But the Biden administration's efforts look comically inadequate given the scope of America's health problems.



RFK Jr. is promising a break from the status quo. This is not to say that he, should he be confirmed as health secretary, has a better plan. Most of his ideas amount to little more than pronouncements that he will take sweeping actions immediately once Trump is sworn in as president. The reality is that many of those efforts would take months, if not years, to implement--and some might not be feasible at all. He has signaled, for example, that he will clear house at the FDA's food center, despite rules that prevent government bureaucrats from being fired willy-nilly. He also has pledged to ban certain chemicals from food, which he's argued are contributing to American's lower life expectancy. But for every chemical the FDA bans, it will have to go through a lengthy regulatory process, which would likely be challenged by food companies in court. Kennedy's notion of significantly altering the system of fees that drug makers pay the FDA to review their products would likely send the agency into a budgetary crisis.



If Kennedy gets confirmed to lead HHS, he will quickly be confronted with the reality that governing is a slow and tedious process that doesn't take kindly to big, bold ideas, even with an impatient leader like Trump calling the shots. At the outset of his first term, Trump declared war on drug companies, which he claimed were "getting away with murder" due to their high prices. Trump's then-health secretary, Alex Azar, in turn spent the next four years trying radical fixes that included requiring drug makers to post their prices in TV ads, importing drugs from Canada, tying American drug prices to other countries', and eliminating the rebates that middlemen negotiate for insurance companies. But each idea got bogged down in bureaucracy and lawsuits. Trump's early attempts to contain COVID by blocking international air travel similarly did little to keep the virus out of America, despite his claims at the time that the policy "saved us" from widespread outbreaks.



Biden benefited from Operation Warp Speed's rapid push to create vaccines, but it was his team of technocrats that finally got them distributed. And they eventually lowered drug prices too, in a much simpler way than Trump was proposing. But technocracy has also failed to address our most pressing--and most visible--health problems. Trump's picks have little experience navigating the Rube Goldberg puzzle that is American bureaucracy. They certainly aren't afraid of trying something new, but we're about to find out how far that will get them.
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Revenge of the COVID Contrarians

They're angry at the public-health establishment. Now they're in control of it.

by Benjamin Mazer




This article was featured in the One Story to Read Today newsletter. Sign up for it here.


On Christmas Eve of 2020, my father was admitted to the hospital with sudden weakness. My mother was not allowed to join him. She pleaded with the staff--my dad needed help making medical decisions, she said--but there were no exceptions at that grisly stage of the coronavirus pandemic. I contemplated making the trip from Maryland to New Jersey to see whether I, as a doctor, could garner special treatment until I realized that state and employer travel rules would mean waiting for a COVID test result and possibly facing quarantine on my return. In the end, my father spent his time in the hospital alone, suffering the double harm of illness and isolation.

These events still frustrate me years later; I have a hard time believing that restrictions on hospital visitation and interstate travel helped more people than they hurt. Many Americans remain angry about the pandemic for other reasons too: angry about losing a job, getting bullied into vaccination, or watching children fall behind in a virtual classroom. That legacy of bitterness and distrust is now a major political force. Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is on the precipice of leading our nation's health-care system as secretary of Health and Human Services. The Johns Hopkins professor Marty Makary has been tapped to lead the Food and Drug Administration. And the Stanford professor Jay Bhattacharya is expected to be picked to run the National Institutes of Health. These men have each advocated for changes to the systems and structures of public health. But what unites them all--and what legitimizes them in the eyes of this next administration--is a lasting rage over COVID.

To understand this group's ascent to power and what it could mean for America, one must consider their perception of the past five years. The world, as Kennedy, Makary, Bhattacharya, and their compatriots variously understand it, is dreadful: SARS-CoV-2 was likely created in a lab in Wuhan, China; U.S. officials tried to cover up that fact; and the government responded to the virus by ignoring scientific evidence, violating citizens' civil rights, and suppressing dissent. In the face of this modern "dark age," as Bhattacharya has called it, only a few brave dissidents were willing to flip on the light.

Makary, Trump's pick for the FDA, presents as being in the truth-to-power mold. A surgeon, policy researcher, and--full disclosure--my academic colleague, he gained a loyal following during the pandemic as a public-health critic. Through media outlets such as Fox News and The Wall Street Journal, Makary advocated for a more reserved use of COVID vaccines: He suggested that adults who had recovered from a COVID infection, as well as children more generally, could forgo some doses; he is also skeptical of booster shots for everyone and vaccine mandates. Makary, too, thinks that public-health officials have been lying to the American people: "The greatest perpetrator of misinformation during the pandemic has been the United States government," he told Congress last year, referring to public-health guidance that emphasized transmission of COVID on surfaces, downplayed natural immunity, encouraged boosters in young people, and promoted the efficacy of masking.

Read: The sanewashing of RFK Jr.

Bhattacharya, a doctor and health economist, rose to fame in October 2020 as a co-author of the Great Barrington Declaration, which advocated for a "focused protection" approach to the pandemic. The idea was to isolate vulnerable seniors while allowing low-risk individuals to return to their normal lives. Much of the public-health community aggressively criticized this strategy at the time, and--as would later be revealed--NIH Director Francis Collins privately called for a "quick and devastating" takedown of its premise. Twitter placed Bhattacharya on a "trends blacklist" that reduced the reach of his posts, according to internal documents released to the journalist Bari Weiss in 2022. Among conservatives and lockdown skeptics, Bhattacharya has come to be seen as a fearless truth teller who was silenced by the federal government and Big Tech. (In reality, and despite his frequent umbrage, Bhattacharya was not ignored. He met with the Trump administration and was in communication with Florida Governor Ron DeSantis.)

In response to their marginalization from polite scientific society--and long before they were in line for key government positions--Makary and Bhattacharya have each sought out a public reckoning. They both called for the medical establishment to issue an apology to the American people. Makary demanded "fresh leadership" at an FDA that had made serious blunders on COVID medications and vaccines, and Bhattacharya asked for the formation of a COVID commission as a necessary first step in "restoring the public's trust in scientific experts." They even worked together at the Norfolk Group, a cohort of like-minded scientists and doctors that laid out what they deemed to be the most vital questions that must be asked of the nation's public-health leaders. The gist of some of these is: Why didn't they listen to "focused protection" supporters such as Bhattacharya and Makary? The report wonders, for instance, why Deborah Birx, a member of the White House Coronavirus Task Force, avoided meeting with a cadre of anti-lockdown advocates that included Bhattacharya in the summer of 2020. ("They are a fringe group without grounding in epidemics, public health or on the ground common sense experience," Birx wrote in an email to the vice president's chief of staff at the time.)

This sense of outrage over COVID will be standard in the next administration. Trump's pick for surgeon general, the doctor and Fox News personality Janette Nesheiwat, has called the prolonged isolation brought about by shutdowns "cruel and inhumane," and said that the collateral damage caused by the government's actions was "worse than the pandemic" for most Americans. His nominee for secretary of Defense, Pete Hegseth, pushed for herd immunity in May 2020 and encouraged anti-lockdown protests.

Read: Donald Trump's most dangerous Cabinet pick

Bhattacharya, at least, has denied having any interest in revenge. Last year he helped write an op-ed that cautioned against initiating a "Nuremberg 2.0" and instead presented scientists like himself and Makary as "apostles of evidence-based science" who are simply "calling for restoring evidence-based medicine to a pride of place in public health."

Taken on its own, I'm sympathetic to that goal. I consider myself a fellow member of the "evidence-based medicine" movement that values high-quality data over blind loyalty to authority. I'm also of a similar mind as Makary about the FDA's long-standing dysfunction. The COVID skeptics are correct that, in some domains, the pandemic produced too little knowledge and too much bluster. We still don't know how well various social-distancing measures worked, what the best vaccination policy might be, or what the true origins of the virus were. I remember following the debates about these issues on Twitter, which functioned as a town square for doctors, scientists, and public-health leaders during the pandemic years. Mainstream experts tended to defend unproved public-health measures with self-righteousness and absolutism: You were either in favor of saving lives or you were one of the skeptics who was trying to kill Grandma. Nuanced conversations were rare. Accusations of "misinformation" were plentiful.

Read: COVID science is moving backwards

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. was indeed spreading misinformation with a fire hose. (For example, he has falsely said that the COVID shots are the "deadliest vaccine ever made.") Bhattacharya and Makary have been far more grounded in reality, but they did make their own share of mistakes during the pandemic--and they haven't spent much time rehashing them. So allow me to reflect on their behalf: In March 2020, Bhattacharya argued that COVID's mortality rate was likely to be much lower than anyone was saying at the time, even to the point of being one-tenth that of the flu. "If we're right about the limited scale of the epidemic," he wrote, "then measures focused on older populations and hospitals are sensible." Bhattacharya continued to be wrong in important ways. A pivotal assumption of the Great Barrington Declaration was that as more healthy people got sick and then recovered, the residual risk of new infections would fall low enough that vulnerable people could safely leave isolation. This process would likely take three to six months, his group explained. SARS-CoV-2, however, is still circulating at high levels nearly five years later. At least 1.2 million Americans have died from COVID. Had effective vaccines not arrived shortly after the 2020 declaration, senior citizens might be in hiding to this day.

As for Makary, his most infamous take involved a February 2021 prediction that the United States would reach herd immunity within two months. "Scientists shouldn't try to manipulate the public by hiding the truth," he wrote in The Wall Street Journal. The Delta and Omicron waves followed, killing hundreds of thousands more Americans.

When I reached out to Bhattacharya, he said his early guess about COVID's mortality rate was meant only to help describe a "range of possible outcomes," and that to characterize it otherwise would be false. (Makary did not respond to my questions for this story.)

The incoming administration's COVID skeptics have also expressed sympathy for still-unproved theories about the pandemic's origin. If you want to become an evidence apostle, believing that SARS-CoV-2 came from an NIH-funded lab leak seems to be part of the deal. Kennedy wrote multiple books purporting to link Anthony Fauci, in particular, to the creation of the virus. Similarly, Makary appears in a new documentary called Thank You Dr. Fauci, which describes "a bio-arms race with China and what could be the largest coverup in modern history." (Fauci has denied these claims on multiple occasions, including in congressional testimony. He called the idea that he participated in a cover-up of COVID's origins "absolutely false and simply preposterous.")

A certain amount of sycophancy toward the more bizarre elements of the coalition is also common. Makary and Bhattacharya have both praised Kennedy in extravagant terms despite his repeated falsehoods: "He wrote a 500-page book on Dr. Fauci and the medical industrial complex. A hundred percent of it was true," Makary said of a volume that devotes multiple chapters to casting doubt on HIV as the cause of AIDS. Earlier this month, Bhattacharya called Kennedy a "disruptor" whose views on vaccines and AIDS are merely "eccentric." (Bhattacharya has also suggested that the vaccine skeptic and conspiracy theorist Robert Malone would be an "amazing leader" for the country's health agencies.)

Anger about the government's response to the pandemic swept the COVID contrarians into power. Resentment was their entree into Washington. Now they'll have a chance to fix some genuine, systemic problems with the nation's public-health establishment. They'll also have the ability to settle scores.
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A Ridiculous, Perfect Way to Make Friends

Group fitness classes aren't just about exercise.

by Mikala Jamison




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

When I was teaching indoor cycling every week, an unexpected benefit of the gig was free ice cream. One of the class regulars had an ice-cream machine at home and sometimes brought samples for me to try, in flavors such as pumpkin and pistachio. I think he did this not only because he was a nice person but also because in class, I was the nicest version of myself: warm, welcoming, and encouraging to the point of profound corniness, despite my usual caustic tendencies.

I noticed this friendliness in others too. Two people who met in my class started dating. Strangers who became friends there went out for post-workout coffees. Two of the other class regulars invited me to go skiing with them. Many of the good friends I have at age 35 are people I met in exercise classes I attended regularly. These experiences have convinced me that group fitness classes are the best place to make friends as an adult--an idea supported by research that suggests that the glow of exercise's feel-good chemicals has interpersonal benefits.

Once, countless friendships were born in what the sociologist Ray Oldenburg called "third places": physical spaces that aren't a home or a workplace, don't charge (much) for entry, and exist in large part to foster conversation. Over the past several decades, though--and especially as a result of the pandemic--third places such as bars and cafes have begun playing a much smaller role in social life, depriving American adults of opportunities for chance encounters that can lead to friendships. Perhaps that's partly why Americans rank improving their relationships among their top New Year's resolutions.

Group fitness classes don't exactly fit the definition of a third place: They cost money, and the primary activities within them are sweating, grunting, and skipping a few reps when the instructor isn't looking. But they fulfill many conditions that social-psychology research has repeatedly shown to help forge meaningful connections between strangers: proximity (being in the same place), ritual (at the same time, over and over), accumulation (for many hours), and shared experiences or interests (because you do and like the same things).

From the December 2019 issue: I joined a stationary-biker gang

Sussing out shared interests can be horribly awkward when you meet someone new at work or even at a party. Group fitness classes make it a little easier, Stephanie Roth Goldberg, an athlete psychotherapist in New York, told me. "Automatically, when you walk into a fitness class, you likely are sharing the idea that 'We like to exercise,' or 'We like to do this particular kind of exercise,'" she said. "It breaks the ice differently than standing in a bar or at someone's house." Of course, breaking the ice still requires someone to say something, which, if you're sweaty and huffing, is frankly terrifying. Whether I'm an instructor or a classmate, one simple tactic has never failed me: I simply walk up to someone after class and say, "Hey, good job!"

Proximity, ritual, and accumulation all require a certain amount of time, which can be hard to come by in a country that requires and rewards long hours at work. But you're already making time for exercise class, and it provides those conditions; benefiting from them mostly requires acknowledging that you've already set yourself up for friendship. Danielle Friedman, a journalist and the author of Let's Get Physical, told me that breaking through what she calls the "social code of anonymity" is key to making friends. "If you've been going to the same class for a while and start seeing the same people, don't pretend like you've never interacted before," she said.

That kind of friendliness requires adopting the cliched feel-goodery inherent in many group fitness classes. In my spin classes, I'd cringe whenever I caught myself doling out motivational platitudes--mostly "We're all in this together!" because I needed the reminder too, as I tried to talk and spin at the same time. Inevitably, though, someone would "Woo!" in response and reenergize the whole room. I'd load up my playlists with high-tempo remixes of early-aughts Top 40 hits and catch people singing along. One of my favorite instructors in a class I attended regularly instituted "Fun Friday," when we'd warm up by doing silly little relay races or grade-school-style games; my blood ran cold the first time she told us to partner up for this cheesefest, but I had a blast. Everyone did.

In a world that prizes ironic detachment, embracing such earnest silliness can feel deeply uncomfortable. But--and you might as well get used to hearing this kind of phrase now, if you're going to start attending classes--you just have to push through. "When you're sweating, feeling a little out of control of your physical self, whooping and yelling, there's a vulnerability," Friedman said. "If you buy in, then you've shared something. There aren't that many contexts as adults where you have that opportunity to be vulnerable together."

Read: Why making friends in midlife is so hard

A room full of grown adults flailing, shouting, and running miles without ever going anywhere is a fundamentally ridiculous prospect. Ridiculous things, however, play a crucial role in connecting with others: They make us laugh. Studies show that laughing with others facilitates social connection by helping us feel that we have more in common. The "happy hormones" released during exercise--endorphins, dopamine, and serotonin--are also associated with bonding. In particular, exercising in sync with others promotes close relationships.

Even if you don't find your next best friend at Zumba, getting into a fitness habit of some kind might help you meet people and make friends in other spaces. "The more that people can step out of their comfort zone in one setting, the less intimidating it is to do in other settings," Goldberg said. Perhaps you'll even become the version of yourself who inspires people to bring you homemade ice cream. Win-win.
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We're About to Find Out How Much Americans Like Vaccines

Empowering Robert F. Kennedy Jr. will test one of American public health's greatest successes.

by Daniel Engber




Sign up for Being Human, a newsletter that explores wellness culture, mortality and disease, and other mysteries of the body and the mind.

Robert F. Kennedy Jr., the nominee to be the next secretary of Health and Human Services, is America's most prominent vaccine skeptic. An advocacy organization that he founded and chaired has called the nation's declining child-immunization rates "good news," and referred to parents' lingering doubts about routine shots as COVID-19's "silver lining." Now Kennedy may soon be overseeing the cluster of federal agencies that license and recommend vaccines, as well as the multibillion-dollar program that covers the immunization of almost half the nation's children.



Which is to say that America's most prominent vaccine skeptic could have the power to upend, derail, or otherwise louse up a cornerstone of public health. Raising U.S. vaccination rates to where they are today took decades of investment: In 1991, for example, just 82 percent of toddlers were getting measles shots; by 2019, that number had increased to 92 percent. The first Trump administration actually presided over the historic high point for the nation's immunization services; now the second may be focused on promoting vaccines' alleged hidden harms. Kennedy has said that he doesn't want to take any shots away, but even if he were to emphasize "choice," his leadership would be a daunting test of Americans' commitment to vaccines.



In many ways, the situation is unprecedented: No one with Kennedy's mix of inexperience and paranoid distrust has ever held the reins at HHS. He was trained as a lawyer and has no training in biostatistics or any other research bona fides--the sorts of qualifications you'd expect from someone credibly evaluating vaccine efficacy. But the post-pandemic era has already given rise to at least one smaller-scale experiment along these lines. In Florida, vaccine policies have been overseen since 2021 by another noted skeptic of the pharmaceutical industry, State Surgeon General Joseph Ladapo. (Kennedy has likened Ladapo to Galileo--yes, the astronomer who faced down the Roman Inquisition.) Under Ladapo's direction, the state has aggressively resisted federal guidance on COVID-19 vaccination, and its department of health has twice advised Floridians not to get mRNA-based booster shots. "These vaccines are not appropriate for use in human beings," Ladapo declared in January. His public-health contrarianism has also started spilling over into more routine immunization practices. Last winter, during an active measles outbreak at a Florida school, Ladapo abandoned standard practice and allowed unvaccinated children to attend class. He also seemed to make a point of not recommending measles shots for any kids who might have needed them.



Jeffrey Goldhagen, a pediatrics professor at the University of Florida and the former head of the Duval County health department, believes that this vaccine skepticism has had immense costs. "The deaths and suffering of thousands and thousands of Floridians" can be linked to Ladapo's policies, he said, particularly regarding COVID shots. But in the years since Ladapo took office, Florida did not become an instant outlier in terms of COVID vaccination numbers, nor in terms of age-adjusted rates of death from COVID. And so far at least, the state's performance on other immunization metrics is not far off from the rest of America's. That doesn't mean Florida's numbers are good: Among the state's kindergartners, routine-vaccination rates have dropped from 93.3 percent for the kids who entered school in the fall of 2020 to 88.1 percent in 2023, and the rate at which kids are getting nonmedical exemptions from vaccine requirements went up from 2.7 to 4.5 percent over the same period. These changes elevate the risk of further outbreaks of measles, or of other infectious diseases that could end up killing children--but they're not unique to Ladapo's constituents. National statistics have been moving in the same direction. (To wit: The rate of nonmedical exemptions across the U.S. has gone up by about the same proportion as Florida's.)
 
 All of these disturbing trends may be tied to a growing suspicion of vaccines that was brought on during COVID and fanned by right-wing influencers. Or they could be a lingering effect of the widespread lapse in health care in 2020, during which time many young children were missing doses of vaccines. (Kids who entered public school in 2023 might still be catching up.)



In any case, other vaccination rates in Florida look pretty good. Under Ladapo, the state has actually been gaining on the nation as a whole in terms of flu shots for adults and holding its own on immunization for diphtheria, tetanus, and pertussis in toddlers. Even Ladapo's outlandish choice last winter to allow unvaccinated kids back into a school with an active measles outbreak did not lead to any further cases of disease. In short, as I noted back in February, Ladapo's anti-vaccine activism has had few, if any, clear effects. (Ladapo did not respond when I reached out to ask why his policies might have failed to sabotage the state's vaccination rates.)



If Florida's immunization rates have been resilient, then America's may hold up even better in the years to come. That's because the most important vaccine policies are made at the state and local levels, Rupali Limaye, a professor and scholar of health behavior at Johns Hopkins University, told me. Each state decides whether and how to mandate vaccines to school-age children, or during a pandemic. The states and localities are then responsible for giving out (or choosing not to give out) whichever vaccines are recommended, and sometimes paid for, by the federal government.



But the existence of vaccine-skeptical leadership in Washington, and throughout the Republican Party, could still end up putting pressure on local decision makers, she continued, and could encourage policies that support parental choice at the expense of maximizing immunization rates. As a member of the Cabinet, Kennedy would also have a platform that he's never had before, from which he can continue to spread untruths about vaccines. "If you start to give people more of a choice, and they are exposed to disinformation and misinformation, then there is that propensity of people to make decisions that are not based on evidence," Limaye said. (According to The New York Times, many experts say they "worry most" about this aspect of Kennedy's leadership.)



How much will this really matter, though? The mere prominence of Kennedy's ideas may not do much to drive down vaccination rates on its own. Noel Brewer, a behavioral scientist and public-health professor at the UNC Gillings School of Global Public Health, told me that attempts to change people's thoughts and feelings about vaccines are often futile; research shows that talking up the value of getting shots has little impact on behavior. By the same token, one might reasonably expect that talking down the value of vaccines (as Kennedy and Ladapo are wont to do) would be wasted effort too. "It may be that having a public figure talking about this has little effect," Brewer said.



Indeed, much has been made of Kennedy's apparent intervention during the 2019 measles crisis in Samoa. He arrived there for a visit in the middle of that year, not long after measles immunizations had been suspended, and children's immunization rates had plummeted. (The crisis began when two babies died from a vaccine-related medical error in 2018.) Kennedy has been linked to the deadly measles outbreak in the months that followed, but if his presence really did give succor to the local anti-vaccine movement, that movement's broader aims were frustrated: The government declared a state of emergency that fall, and soon the measles-vaccination rate had more than doubled.



As head of HHS, though, Kennedy would have direct control over the federal programs that do the sort of work that has been necessary in Samoa, and provide access to vaccines to those who need them most. For example, he'd oversee the agencies that pay for and administer Vaccines for Children, which distributes shots to children in every state. All the experts I spoke with warned that interference with this program could have serious consequences. Other potential actions, such as demanding further safety studies of vaccines and evidence reviews, could slow down decision making and delay the introduction of new vaccines.



Kennedy would also have a chance to influence the nation's vaccine requirements for children, as well as its safety-and-monitoring system, at the highest levels. He'd be in charge of selecting members for the Advisory Committee on Immunization Practices, which makes recommendations on vaccines that are usually adopted by the states and result in standardized insurance coverage. He'd also oversee the head of the CDC, who in turn has the authority to overrule or amend individual ACIP recommendations.



Even if he's not inclined to squelch any determinations outright, Kennedy's goal of giving parents latitude might play out in other ways. Brewer, who is currently a voting member of ACIP (but emphasized that he was not speaking in that capacity), said that the committee can issue several different types of rulings, some of which roughly correspond to ACIP saying that Americans should rather than may get a certain vaccine. That distinction can be very consequential, Brewer said: Shots that are made "routine" by ACIP get prioritized in doctor's offices, for instance, while those that are subject to "shared clinical decision-making" may be held for patients who ask for them specifically. Shifting the country's vaccination program from a should to a may regime "would destroy uptake," Brewer told me.



Those would seem to be the stakes. The case study of vaccine-skeptical governance that we have in Florida may not look so dire--at least in the specifics. But Kennedy's ascendancy could be something more than that: He could steer the public-health establishment off the course that it's been on for many years, and getting back to where we are today could take more years still.
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The Sanewashing of RFK Jr.

Let's call a crank a crank.

by Benjamin Mazer




Is Robert F. Kennedy Jr., Donald Trump's improbable nominee for secretary of Health and Human Services, actually such a crank? Short answer: yes. But two opinion pieces published in just the past few days argue that although Kennedy is often taken as unhinged, some of his ideas may very well be sound. Take the call for removal of fluoride from the nation's drinking water. "It's not an entirely crazy idea," wrote Leana Wen, the former Baltimore health commissioner, in The Washington Post. Her piece concludes: "Not every proposal from Trump and Kennedy is a five-alarm fire."

The medical-evidence expert (and Atlantic contributor) Emily Oster made a similar argument about fluoride in The New York Times, adding that Kennedy's dedication to raw milk is also not totally unreasonable. Instead of yelling that he's wrong, she said, public-health authorities could start "acknowledging that reasonable people may make different choices on a given issue."

Let's be clear: Many scientists consider Kennedy to be a fool, and a ludicrous pick to run HHS, because the evidence supports that assessment. Wen nods to this in passing--Kennedy has a "long history of antiscience propagandism," she writes--but otherwise she's focused on the nitty-gritty of one particular public-health debate. So allow me to fill in some gaps: According to his 2021 book, The Real Anthony Fauci: Bill Gates, Big Pharma, and the Global War on Democracy and Public Health, RFK Jr. believes that Fauci and Gates are members of a "vaccine cartel" trying to kill patients by denying them hydroxychloroquine and ivermectin. He argues that this cartel secretly funded doctors to produce fraudulent studies showing that the drugs were ineffective against COVID--and that it did so in order to orchestrate global lockdowns and accelerate the construction of 5G cellular networks, which, in Kennedy's understanding, are very, very bad.

I read The Real Anthony Fauci in what may have been a misguided attempt to "do my own research." It's hard to summarize the extent of this book's bizarre claims. Every group imaginable is said to be in on a plot to bring about worldwide totalitarianism and population control: governments, pharmaceutical companies, nonprofits, scientists, and, of course, the CIA. Kennedy devotes many pages to casting doubt on HIV as the cause of AIDS, although he finally says he takes "no position" on this theory. The book also repeats threadbare allegations that a vaccine scientist at the CDC destroyed data revealing that the measles, mumps, and rubella (MMR) shot caused a 340 percent increase in autism among Black men, thus continuing a major theme in its author's activism: Before the pandemic, Kennedy was best known for relentlessly misleading the public about vaccinations. "Pharma and its media shills are working at turning us into 'Land of the Cowed, Home of the Slave,'" he wrote about the MMR shot in 2019.

Physicians like myself should have no trouble dismissing Kennedy. But some of my colleagues are asking Americans to withhold judgment. Last week, former CDC Director Robert Redfield, an infectious-disease doctor, announced, "For sure, I know that Bob Kennedy is not an anti-vaxxer," after commending Kennedy's crusade against chronic disease. Other doctors with a public platform--Jay Bhattacharya and Marty Makary, for example--have congratulated Kennedy on his support of free speech and his critique of the medical-industrial complex. And Vinay Prasad, an oncologist at UC San Francisco (and occasional Atlantic contributor), has written paeans to Kennedy's views on the evils of pandemic restrictions and government censorship of social media. "Some have expressed concern about past statements by Mr. Kennedy," Prasad acknowledged in a recent post. But "instead of attacking him," another post explained, "we should acknowledge what he is right about and give guidance." (Neither Makary nor Prasad responded to requests for comment for this story. Bhattacharya wrote back to say that "politically minded doctors" such as myself "have done much damage to public confidence in public health.")

There's a name for this phenomenon: "sanewashing." The concept rose to prominence during the presidential campaign, when liberals accused journalists of smoothing and sanding Trump's often-rambling and confused statements into a more coherent, palatable form. They would sometimes treat his policy proposals as provocative asides rather than the chaotic assaults on government institutions they actually represented. Through curated clips and paraphrases, the argument goes, news outlets obscured the true extent of Trump's aberrancy. This is what some public-health commentators are now doing for Kennedy.

Certain medical professionals may be offering their support out of self-interest: Bhattacharya and Makary are reportedly being considered for roles in the Trump administration. Yet they may also see some valid reasons to give Kennedy a chance. Yes, he gets important details wrong from time to time, but maybe--like Trump himself--it's best to take him seriously, not literally. I'm ready to acknowledge the merit of Kennedy's frequent claim that medical regulators are beset by conflicts of interest. Researchers and watchdogs have criticized the FDA, CDC, and other health agencies for operating a "revolving door" between government and industry. Vinay Prasad has long been an advocate on this very issue, and now, through Kennedy, he sees an opportunity to eliminate those conflicts once and for all. Kennedy isn't a policy wonk, though; he's a fabulist. Health agencies and the pharmaceutical industry want nothing less than to "rob us of our sovereignty," he said this month. "This is an organized, systematic, devious, nefarious project by these elites to turn the world into a technocracy." When the problem is framed this way, Kennedy sounds less like a reformer and more like someone trapped in a web of conspiracy.

I once had more sympathy for these pundits and their way of thinking: In 2016, I wrote an op-ed suggesting that doctors and their patients should band together in opposition to the conflicts of interests posed by the pharmaceutical industry, and that proponents of conventional and alternative medicine could unite behind a truly populist critique of corporate health care. I believed that more collaboration would moderate our discourse. But instead, I've watched doctors distort or downplay their prior views in an attempt to find some common ground. Before Prasad was boosting Kennedy's proposals, for instance, he wondered publicly whether the CDC's questionable pandemic policies might lower rates of routine childhood vaccinations. Now he finds himself defending America's leading anti-vaxxer.

The sanewashers seem to understand that, if medical experts want any say in public health over the next few years, they will have to engage with the incoming Trump administration's many eccentrics. But RFK Jr. is indeed a grade-A crank. Why should he have input on anything? This nation has no shortage of public-health and medical experts with thoughts on raw milk or fluoridated water. Some experts will surely agree with aspects of Kennedy's platform, but they will also bring the credibility, experience, rigor, and honesty he lacks. Let's not pretend that Kennedy's views have any value whatsoever.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2024/11/rfk-jr-hhs-sanewashing/680663/?utm_source=feed
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Climate Diplomacy's $300 Billion Failure

Climate negotiations at COP29 ended in a deal that mostly showed how far the world is from facing climate change's real dangers.

by Zoe Schlanger




The problem that the United Nations' annual climate conference was meant to solve this year was, in one way, straightforward. To have any hope of meeting their commitments to holding global warming at bay, developing countries need at least $1 trillion a year in outside funding, according to economists' assessments. Failure to meet those commitments will result in more chaotic climate outcomes globally. Everyone agrees on this.



And yet, after two weeks of grueling, demoralizing negotiations, the assembled 198 parties agreed to a deal that was, in the most generous terms, weak. The agreement committed to $300 billion a year, by 2035, in funding for climate action in developing countries--triple the current target but less than a third of that trillion-plus goal.



These negotiations have operated on the presumption that a significant chunk of this money would come from wealthy countries, because where else would it come from? A limited number of places--the U.S., Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Japan, Israel, and Europe--have been the source of 92 percent of excess carbon emissions since industrialization. The countries that are bearing the brunt of climate change largely didn't emit the carbon causing it. And the wealthiest countries failed to make a financial commitment even close to what was needed. "They're really finding ways to avoid their responsibility," Nafkote Dabi, the climate-change-policy lead at Oxfam International, told me.



Even the climate financing that was agreed to is not just a cash handout. Previous agreements had promised $100 billion annually, a goal that the world claims to have finally managed to hit in 2022. But about 70 percent of that financing came in the form of loans. Much of the money in this agreement will likely be structured as debt too--and will add to a global debt crisis that the International Monetary Fund estimates has 35 countries in dire financial straits this year. Dabi described debt--both a country's existing national debt and climate finance taking the form of new debt--as the elephant in the room at COP. Even as developing countries worried about their debt burden growing from funds promised at the conference, they worried that discussing debt forgiveness would derail the already fragile negotiations.



But both national debt and new climate debt stand in the way of COP's stated goals. Towering national debts are stifling countries' ability to invest in climate resilience: Some 3.3 billion people live in countries that spend more on servicing the interest payments on their debt than on education or health, let alone climate adaptation. And as climate change fuels hurricanes, droughts, and other disasters, the country must take on more debt to respond. African nations in particular are struggling. Last year, the chief economic adviser for Kenya's president tweeted, "Salaries or default? Take your pick." The country's economy is collapsing under the weight of debt repayments. Kenya is also ricocheting between drought and flooding, and although climate funding might help build irrigation systems for drought-stricken farmers or finance renewable-energy infrastructure, it could also exacerbate the economic crisis if it arrives in the form of debt, adding to a burden that itself makes people that much less resilient to climate change's challenges.



Pakistan is perhaps the clearest example of how debt and climate risk can send a country into a downward spiral. It is one of the countries most loaded with external debt, owing some $100 billion to mostly the Asian Development Bank, IMF and World Bank, and a handful of wealthy countries including China, Japan, and the United States. And disasters worsened by climate change only add to its hardship: In 2022, for instance, flood damage amounted to $30 billion in losses. Pakistan can never repay its debts, and natural disasters will push it to rack up more.



Dramatically lessening Pakistan's debt would offer some recognition that the country is suffering under climate conditions it was not responsible for creating, and to which it will struggle to respond otherwise. Mark Brown, the prime minister of the Cook Islands, has called for countries on the front lines of climate change to have their national debts forgiven, and the president of Nigeria recently wrote that offering climate financing to African countries without restructuring their debts would be like "pedaling harder on a bicycle as its tires go flat."



There is precedent for mass debt forgiveness: In the 1990s and early 2000s, the IMF led the Highly Indebted Poor Countries initiative to restructure debts. It managed to cut out up to 64 percent of the countries' debts on average. Kevin Gallagher, the director of the Boston University Global Development Policy Center and an expert on climate finance, told me he'd like to see a new program like it, but one meant to wrangle the many private bondholders that have since entered the debt market. These companies, he says, tend to be reluctant to grant a country debt relief, despite charging extremely high interest rates meant to cover losses in the likely case the country defaults. "They've already priced it in," he told me. Right now, China and other major debt holders are then also wary of offering debt relief, knowing the debtor country will likely use any financial breathing room to pay the private bond market.
 
 China, which is the single biggest creditor of any country in the world, is actually a far more progressive lender than private bondholders, experts say. China can be reluctant to restructure countries' debts when they're at risk of default, but it also lends at much lower interest rates than private bondholders. And few other creditor countries have been willing to entertain cutting debts as part of a climate-resilience strategy either, according to Jason Braganza, a Kenyan economist and the executive director of the African Forum and Network on Debt and Development. If a major debt-restructuring initiative managed to get China, other creditor countries such as the U.S., private bond markets, and global-development banks to the table, that could alter the fate of the world: Although every one of the poorest indebted countries could default on its loans without having a huge impact on the global financial system, the financial strain of them defaulting--and tumbling into austerity--would drag down the global economy, Gallagher said. "If these countries can't even afford to pay back their international debts, they certainly can't invest in climate resilience, mitigation, and development."
 
 Debt forgiveness poses a similar challenge to the climate-finance question that COP failed so miserably to address: Solving either crisis would take collective will, and at COP, too few responsible entities were willing. And although COP could agree not to issue new climate finance in the form of debt, a multilateral agreement on debt forgiveness wouldn't happen at COP, which doesn't include nonstate actors.



Still, last week in Brazil, President Joe Biden called on G20 countries to swiftly provide debt relief to nations that need it, urging a faster debt-restructuring process. Many analysts say wealthy countries have an obvious interest in preventing default in the developing world: The impact of debt distress is not confined to the distressed country's borders. Indebtedness breeds austerity, and if countries are unable to shield themselves from the effects of climate change and to transition away from fossil fuels, then that crisis deepens into an issue of global security. Emissions go up, as does displacement. If the world could think differently about debt, perhaps the next round of climate talks, scheduled for November 2025 in Brazil, could go differently too.
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What to Expect From Elon Musk's Government Makeover

Welcome to the "move fast and break things" administration.

by Marina Koren




Sign up for The Decision, a newsletter featuring coverage of the 2024 race and what comes next.


As promised, Donald Trump has given Elon Musk a job in (or at least adjacent to) his second administration, in a brand-new extragovernmental organization named for a meme turned cryptocurrency: the Department of Government Efficiency, a.k.a. DOGE. The Trump campaign has already started selling T-shirts to commemorate the occasion, featuring Trump, Musk, and dogecoin's Shiba Inu mascot, with the Martian landscape in the background--because in addition to his formal role, Musk is primed to become Trump's unofficial space czar. (Vivek Ramaswamy, the entrepreneur and former presidential candidate whom Trump appointed to lead the effort alongside Musk, does not appear on the T-shirt.)

Musk's role is a glaring conflict of interest; SpaceX has been an aerospace contractor for years and could stand to profit nicely from the creation of DOGE, which could shift government functions to private companies in the name of cost cutting. But it also raises a question with real stakes for Americans. How might Musk--the centibillionaire, innovator, right-wing activist, and relentless troll--actually steer this new effort? His leadership of his businesses, especially SpaceX, suggests that he'll throw himself into the job with zeal, casting government efficiency as an existential effort, just like the quest to make life multiplanetary.

SpaceX is the most successful rocket company in America, and it became successful by not behaving like a government organization. It ascended under Musk, who adopted Silicon Valley's "Move fast and break things" philosophy and displayed a willingness to blow up rockets until he got the recipe just right. The approach suggests that, in a SpaceX-inspired government, Musk would not just cut through red tape, but annihilate it with a flamethrower. In yesterday's announcement, the president-elect sounded equally eager to break things, saying that "the Great Elon Musk" would lead DOGE to "dismantle government bureaucracy, slash excess regulations, cut wasteful expenditures and restructure federal agencies."

Even before his official appointment, Musk had identified one federal agency he'd like to retool: the Federal Aviation Administration, which is in charge of approving launch licenses for rockets. On X last month, Musk wrote of the FAA, "Unless Trump wins and we get rid of the mountain of smothering regulations (that have nothing to do with safety!), humanity will never reach Mars." SpaceX is in the midst of a ferocious development campaign for its most powerful rocket, Starship, and has sought launch licenses at a faster pace than the FAA is willing to grant them. Now the FAA, already short-staffed, could be at the mercy of Senior Adviser Elon Musk, given carte blanche to explode regulations by a president who has expressed a desire to see American astronauts land on Mars while he is in office. Musk would also have something to gain by overhauling national space policy. NASA has hired traditional aerospace contractors, including Boeing and Lockheed Martin, to build the rocket that will transport astronauts to lunar orbit. But that rocket is so expensive to launch that even NASA's own inspector general has recommended that the agency consider alternative options for future space missions. Lawmakers would be loath to cancel the program, which has supported jobs in every state. But with Musk in his ear, Trump could certainly try.

Read: MAGA goes to Mars

Regardless of which agencies he's targeting, Musk will almost certainly throw himself into the DOGE job, as he did in the early years of SpaceX. Despite appearances, he has the time: Although there's no doubt that his singular talents drove the firm to pull off incredible feats, other executives now oversee day-to-day operations at SpaceX without his input. The same is true at Tesla. That combination of dedication and availability could make him an effective facilitator of the government-efficiency department's mandate.

But Musk and Trump share a governing style that involves making surprise decrees that leave their staff scrambling. In 2014, when Musk publicly unveiled a new version of SpaceX's cargo capsule reconfigured for future human passengers, he said that the vehicle would be capable of landing anywhere that engineers wanted upon its return to Earth. This was news to the SpaceX engineers, who had designed the spacecraft to parachute down to the ocean. Engineers set aside their existing designs--conventional, sure, but ready to go--and focused on Musk's new vision. Eventually, it became clear that the design wasn't workable for NASA's deadline, and the engineering team managed to convince leadership that the effort wasn't worth pursuing any further. (Years later, SpaceX managed to guide its rocket boosters out of the sky and to a gentle touchdown.) Former SpaceX employees have told me that Musk's occasional fixation on certain business operations has occasionally slowed down their work. Some of his decisions appear to simply be bad ones, such as discouraging workers from wearing yellow safety vests because he dislikes bright colors, as Reuters reported last year. It is a particularly baffling move, considering that SpaceX has a very high rate of workplace injuries; the Reuters investigation revealed at least 600 previously unreported injuries at SpaceX in the past decade, such as electrocutions and amputations.

Musk also maintains a work environment with its own form of bureaucracy, organized around appeasing the boss's whims. In 2022, SpaceX fired a small group of employees after they sent a letter to senior executives describing Musk's public actions as "a frequent source of distraction and embarrassment for us." The letter was signed by hundreds of employees, but management deemed the effort a diversion from SpaceX's founding mission to reach Mars. Former SpaceX employees have told me that they often couched feedback in the glossy terms of that mission, so as not to displease Musk. Instead of coming right out with safety concerns, for example, they would advise against certain decisions because of the mission. Such overly cautious managing up, one could argue, is not very efficient.

Read: The messy reality of Elon Musk's space city

According to CNN, Musk has spent nearly every day since the election at Mar-a-Lago, joining the president-elect for meals on the patio and rounds of golf. Of the two DOGE chairs, he is clearly Trump's favorite; the Mars hype and memery are only just beginning. But the very fact that Musk and Ramaswamy were appointed jointly--two leaders where presumably one could do--undermines the very premise of the Department of Government Efficiency. Even in his mission to rid the federal government of every bit of wasteful spending, Musk still has to kneel to someone else's version of bureaucracy.
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        Thanksgiving Recipes Keep Getting More Outlandish
        Ellen Cushing

        This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.Sometimes, at a party or on the internet, you will encounter someone who is unimpressed by human ingenuity. The pace of technological progress has stalled, they'll say. Our art is getting dumber. We aren't as creative as we used to be.I suggest those people Google the phrase twist on Thanksgiving, becau...

      

      
        What Comes Next for Air Travel
        Lora Kelley
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        The Trump Marathon
        Tom Nichols
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        The Secrets to a Successful Potluck Dish
        Stephanie Bai
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        This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present, surface delightful treasures, and examine the American idea.I love a good bean: tossed with vinaigrette in a salad, spooned over pasta, served on a plate with rice and corn. The bean is a powerful little food, all the more for its shapeshifting capacities. Many people can appreciate that these legumes are cheap and healthy, but they still fall short of widespread adoration or even ...
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Thanksgiving Recipes Keep Getting More Outlandish

Trying something new is exciting, but there's also a financial incentive behind the need to churn out unfamiliar dishes.

by Ellen Cushing




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Sometimes, at a party or on the internet, you will encounter someone who is unimpressed by human ingenuity. The pace of technological progress has stalled, they'll say. Our art is getting dumber. We aren't as creative as we used to be.

I suggest those people Google the phrase twist on Thanksgiving, because if they do, they will be met with thousands or possibly millions of examples of our species' boundless capacity for invention. The Pioneer Woman recommends covering your turkey in a lattice of bacon, like a pie. Food & Wine recently published a list of 25 turkey alternatives, including timpano, salmon Wellington, and something called a "Greens-and-Cheese-Stuffed Cinderella Pumpkin." Just now, as I was writing this newsletter, The New York Times emailed me about a cornbread-chorizo stuffing topped with esquites. As a culture, we simply cannot stop trying to chop and screw Thanksgiving.

Even The Atlantic, a publication not necessarily known for its cooking coverage, has joined in on the project of perennial reinvention. Over the years, we have published Thanksgiving recipes for cornbread and mustard-greens pudding and for baked tomatoes stuffed with creamed spinach. We've suggested serving ricotta gnocchi and wild mushrooms, roasting pears with fresh vanilla bean instead of making cranberry sauce, starting the meal with mushroom French onion soup, and adding black-pepper marinated beef brisket to the table "for a variety."

"The overused phrase 'new traditions' is all too apt," Sally Schneider wrote in a 2009 article that argued for replacing mashed potatoes with "unexpected purees" made from Tunisian-spiced winter squash, celery root and apple, or fennel seed and chestnut. The next year, this magazine published an article by the chef Regina Charboneau that was headlined "Reinventing Thanksgiving: Traditional Foods, Fresh Recipes." (This mostly involved, in Charboneau's words, "jazzing up squash.") Five days later, we ran a column by an American living in Italy who tried to adapt the holiday's food to suit her "husband's Tuscan palate"; the menu included various crostini to start, mashed-up persimmons served with ricotta cream in a shot glass for dessert, and for the main course, Tuscan turkey with cornbread stuffing:

I bought a turkey breast and sliced away, making a large, not-too-neat one-inch-thick scallop. I piled plenty of stuffing in the middle, then wrapped the turkey around it and stitched loose ends together (I'm not good at sewing) to make what looked like a roast, then wrapped the whole thing in caul fat (subbing for turkey skin, adding a porky element, always a good idea). The result, when sliced, was a strip of moist turkey that surrounded the stuffing. It was a big hit.


I believe it. Trying something new--especially when it involves bread enveloped in meat--is exciting, and expanding Thanksgiving's remit to include ingredients and preparations drawn from traditions beyond the WASPy New England canon is an undeniably good thing. For the individual home cook, reinventing Thanksgiving is a chance to impress guests you rarely see, or maybe just a way to entertain yourself amid the tedium of preparing a big meal. But for cooking media, there's a financial incentive: Every year, food publications devote their November issues to our most cooking-centric holiday, and every year, they tell us to do something different. Magazines need to sell copies (or, more recently, persuade people to click their links), and We Did the Exact Same Thing This Year is not a particularly compelling headline. Just as U.S. News & World Report needs to find a way, each year, to slightly reorder its college rankings, food magazines need to find a way to make Thanksgiving--a holiday with roots more than a century older than this country--feel new.

Any of us would be lucky to eat one of the recipes I've mentioned here, even the bacon thing. But we'd also probably be just fine with old flavors and un-jazzed squashes. And yet, we reinvent. Myself very much included: Just this week, I argued for moving Thanksgiving to October--and I was completely right.

Related:

	Is food getting better? (From 2022)
 	The secrets to a successful potluck dish




Explore all of our newsletters here.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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What Comes Next for Air Travel

The Trump administration could prove more sympathetic to businesses than to consumers.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


The list of air-travel fiascos this past year reads like a verse of "We Didn't Start the Fire": A chunk of plane fell off mid-flight. Boeing workers went on strike. A CrowdStrike software issue grounded thousands of planes worldwide. A major airline merger was blocked. Passengers were terribly unruly.

And yet, in roughly that same time period, much about the experience of air travel actually went pretty well: Cancellations in the first half of this year (even with that software outage) were way down from the chaos of 2022, even amidst record-breaking travel days, and last year was by some metrics the safest on record. The Biden administration implemented new requirements for airlines to give passengers refunds for canceled or significantly changed flights and announced a new rule to crack down on airline junk fees. Flights are more affordable than they were decades ago, adjusted for inflation.

An air-travel paradox has emerged. As my colleague Charlie Warzel wrote earlier this year, "although air safety is getting markedly better over time, the experience of flying is arguably worse than ever." Flying in 2024 is safe and relatively consumer friendly but also quite annoying, especially for the customers unwilling or unable to tack on the perks or upgrades that make it more pleasant. In most economy flying situations, seats are cramped, snacks are expensive, storage space is tight, tensions are high. Airlines are seeing record demand; the TSA is predicting that this week will be the busiest Thanksgiving travel week on record. But staffing shortages persist, adding to inconvenience for fliers.

Many of these frustrations are the fault of individual airlines. But a presidential administration's approach to consumer welfare can play a meaningful role in the experience of flying (and what happens when things, inevitably, go wrong). Under President Joe Biden and Transportation Secretary Pete Buttigieg, the federal government pushed to block mergers that it saw as concentrating the industry in a way that might hurt consumers, and generally focused on consumer protections (sometimes to the ire of the industry). The Trump administration will likely take a more "business-friendly" approach, Henry Harteveldt, an industry analyst, told me. Former Representative Sean Duffy of Wisconsin, Trump's pick to replace Buttiegieg as transportation secretary, used to be an airline lobbyist. Meanwhile, Project 2025 (which Trump has denied affiliation with) has identified airline consumer protection as a "problematic area." And many Trump allies have also harshly criticized Federal Trade Commission Chair Lina Khan's approach to antitrust policy. Trump--even if he doesn't fully undo the regulations introduced under Biden--could curb some of the actions that are currently in motion but have not yet made their way to Congress, Harteveldt predicted.

In his first term, Trump's administration bailed out the airline industry in the early days of the pandemic. And on the Friday after Thanksgiving in 2020, Trump's Transportation Department quietly announced a new rule that redefined what counted as deceptive practices, to the benefit of airlines over consumers. The airline industry has high hopes for Trump's next term: Delta's CEO celebrated the end of an era of "overreach," and Southwest's CEO said he is optimistic that the next administration is "maybe a little less aggressive in terms of regulating or rule-making."

The full scope of Trump's plans for the airline industry isn't yet clear, but in a statement announcing his transportation-secretary selection, Trump said that Duffy "will make our skies safe again by eliminating DEI for pilots and air traffic controllers." Aviation officials have expressed concern that clean-fuel programs will be stymied under Trump, who has promised to repeal parts of Biden's Inflation Reduction Act. And another initiative Trump floated during his first term--privatizing air-traffic control--may be revived in his next term (the overworked and sometimes dysfunctional Federal Aviation Administration is presently funded with federal dollars). If air-traffic control does indeed become run by a private company, consumers likely wouldn't see a big difference in ticket prices, Harteveldt said, but it would be a huge change to the way the travel industry operates.

So much about travel is unpredictable, especially during busy weeks like this one. Will your flight be delayed? Will your boarding area be crowded with "gate lice" trying to skip the line? Will your seat be double-booked, and will the Wi-Fi work? Some of this uncertainty is just the reality of human experience--you could be seated next to a crying baby no matter who is president--but some of the experience will be shaped by the administration's approach in the next four years. As Trump and his allies attempt to balance the interests of consumers and corporations in a massive, complicated, and closely watched industry, a big question is who will get priority.

Related:

	All airlines are now the same.
 	Flying is weird right now.




Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Good on Paper: Is ambivalence killing parenthood?
 	A guide for the politically homeless
 	Thanksgiving should be in October.




Today's News

	Israel and Hezbollah agreed to a cease-fire deal, which will take effect tomorrow and pause fighting in the region, President Joe Biden announced.
 	President-Elect Donald Trump said yesterday that he would impose a 25 percent tariff on imports from Canada and Mexico and an additional 10 percent tariff on imports from China.
 	Boris Epshteyn, a top Trump aide, allegedly asked potential nominees for Trump's second administration to pay him consulting fees if they wanted him to advocate for them to Trump, according to a review by the president-elect's legal team. Epshteyn has denied the allegations.




Dispatches

	Work in Progress: Americans need to put down the vacuum and get off the tidiness treadmill, Annie Lowrey writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	The AI war was never just about AI.
 	"Dear James": My home is a horror of unfinished tasks.
 	The sense that most defines a culture
 	The road dogs of the American West




Evening Read


Kimberley French / A24



A Horror Movie About an Atheist Who Won't Shut Up

By McKay Coppins

This article contains spoilers for the movie Heretic.
 When I was a Mormon missionary in Texas in the early 2000s, my companions and I used to get strange phone calls from a man with a British accent named Andrew. We didn't know who he was, or how he'd gotten the numbers for a bunch of Church-owned cellphones, but the calls always went the same. He would begin in a friendly mode, feigning interest in our lives and work. Then, gradually, the questions would turn confrontational as he revealed his true agenda: to convince us that everything we believed was wrong.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Dave Free.



Listen (or skip). On Kendrick Lamar's new album, GNX, a rapper who is obsessed with excellence tries to entertain the masses, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Watch. Jimmy O. Yang spent years stuck in small, cliched roles. Now, starring on Interior Chinatown (streaming on Hulu), he's figuring out who he wants to be.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

As the Swifties and/or Black Friday die-hards among you may know, Taylor Swift is releasing a book this Friday at Target. For The Atlantic's Books section, I wrote about what Swift's decision to self-publish means for the publishing industry. Have a great Thanksgiving!

-- Lora

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.




This article was downloaded by calibre from https://www.theatlantic.com/newsletters/archive/2024/11/air-travel-trump-consumer-protection/680819/?utm_source=feed



	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next





	Previous
	Articles
	Sections
	Next



The Trump Marathon

If Americans want to hold Trump accountable in a second term, they must keep their heads when he uses chaos as a strategy.

by Tom Nichols




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


In the almost three weeks since his victory in the presidential election, Donald Trump has more or less completed nominations for his Cabinet, and he and his surrogates have made a flurry of announcements. The president-elect and his team have spent much of November baiting and trolling their opponents while throwing red meat to the MAGA faithful. (Trump, for example, has appointed Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy to a nonexistent "Department of Government Efficiency," an office whose acronym is a play on a jokey crypto currency.) And though some of Trump's nominees have been relatively reasonable choices, in recent days Trump has put forward a handful of manifestly unqualified and even dangerous picks, reiterated his grandiose plans for his first days in office, and promised to punish his enemies.

We've seen this before. As I warned this past April, stunning his opponents with more outrages than they can handle is a classic Trump tactic:

By overwhelming people with the sheer volume and vulgarity of his antics, Trump and his team are trying to burn out the part of our brains that can discern truth from fiction, right from wrong, good from evil ... Trump isn't worried that all of this will cause voters to have a kind of mental meltdown: He's counting on it. He needs ordinary citizens to become so mired in moral chaos and so cognitively paralyzed that they are unable to comprehend the disasters that would ensue if he returns to the White House.


Neither the voters nor the members of the U.S. Senate, however, should fall for it this time. Professor Timothy Snyder of Yale University has written that the most important way to resist a rising authoritarian regime is not to "obey in advance"--that is, changing our behavior in ways we think might conform to the demands of the new ruling group. That's good advice, but I might add a corollary here: People should not panic and exhaust themselves in advance, either.

In practice, this means setting priorities--mine are the preservation of democracy and national security--and conserving mental energy and political effort to concentrate on those issues and Trump's plans for them. It's important to bear in mind as well that Trump will not take the oath of office for another two months. (Such oaths do not matter to him, but he cannot grab the machinery of government without it.) If citizens and their representatives react to every moment of trollery over the coming weeks, they will be exhausted by Inauguration Day.

Trump will now dominate the news cycle almost every day with some new smoke bomb that is meant to distract from his attempts to stock the government with a strange conglomeration of nihilistic opportunists and self-styled revolutionaries. He will propose plans that he has no real hope of accomplishing quickly, while trying to build an aura of inevitability and omnipotence around himself. (His vow to begin mass deportations on his first day, for example, is a logistical impossibility, unless by mass he means "slightly more than usual." He may be able to set in motion some sort of planning on day one, but he has no way to execute a large-scale operation yet, and it will be some time before he has anywhere to put so many people marked for deportation.)

The attempt to build Trump into some kind of unstoppable political kaiju is nonsense, as the hapless Matt Gaetz just found out. For all of Trump's bullying and bluster, Gaetz's nomination bid was over in a matter of days. Two of Trump's other nominations--Pete Hegseth for defense secretary and Tulsi Gabbard for director of national intelligence--might be in similar trouble as various Republicans begin to show doubts about them.

Senator James Risch, for example, a hard-right conservative from deep-red Idaho and the ranking Republican on the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, declined over the weekend to offer the kind of ritualistic support for Hegseth and Gabbard that Trump expects from the GOP. "Ask me this question again after the hearings," Risch said on Saturday. "These appointments by the president are constrained by the advice and consent of the Senate. The Senate takes that seriously, and we vet these."

What Risch seems to be saying--at least I hope, anyway--is that it's all fun and games until national security is involved, and then people have to get serious about what's at stake. The Senate isn't a Trump rally, and the Defense Department isn't a backdrop for a segment on Fox & Friends.

Similar thinking may have led to Scott Bessent as Trump's nominee to run the Treasury. Bessent would have been an ordinary pick in any other administration, but in Trump World, it's noteworthy that a standard-issue hedge-fund leader--and a man who once worked for George Soros, of all people--just edged out the more radical Trump loyalist Howard Lutnick, who has been relegated to Commerce, a far less powerful department. Culture warring, it seems, matters less to some of Team Trump when real money is involved.

None of this is a case for complacency. Hegseth and Gabbard could still end up winning confirmation. The anti-vaxxer Robert F. Kennedy Jr. could take over at the Department of Health and Human Services. Meanwhile, reports have also emerged that Trump may move Kash Patel--the very embodiment of the mercenary loyalist who will execute any and every Trump order--into a senior job at the FBI or the Department of Justice, a move that would raise urgent questions about American civil liberties.

But Trump cannot simply will things into existence. Yes, "the people have spoken," but it was a narrow win, and Trump again seems to have fallen short of gaining 50 percent of the popular vote. Just as Democrats have had to learn that running up big margins in California does not win the presidency, Republicans are finding yet again that electoral votes are not the same thing as a popular mandate. The Senate Republican conference is rife with cowards, but only a small handful of principled GOP senators are needed to stop some of Trump's worst nominees.

The other reality is that Trump has already accomplished the one thing he really cared about: staying out of jail. Today, Special Counsel Jack Smith moved to dismiss the January 6-related case against him. So be it; if enough voters have decided they can live with a convicted felon in the White House, there's nothing the rest of us can do about that.

But Trump returning to office does not mean he can rule by fiat. If his opponents react to every piece of bait he throws in front of them, they will lose their bearings. And even some of Trump's voters--at least those outside the MAGA personality cult--might not have expected this kind of irresponsible trolling. If these Republican voters want to hold Trump accountable for the promises he made to them during the campaign, they'll have to keep their heads rather than get caught up in Trump's daily dramas.

Allow me to add one piece of personal advice for the upcoming holiday: None of the things Trump is trying to do will happen before the end of the week. So for Thanksgiving, give yourself a break. Remember the great privilege and blessing it is to be an American, and have faith in the American Constitution and the freedoms safeguarded within it. If your Uncle Ned shows up and still wants to argue about how the election was stolen from Trump four years ago, my advice is the same as it's been for every holiday: Tell him he's wrong, that you love him anyway, that you're not having this conversation today, and to pass the potatoes.

Related:

	Pam Bondi's comeback
 	Another theory of the Trump movement






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Revenge of the COVID contrarians
 	The end of the quest for justice for January 6
 	Caitlin Flanagan on the Democrats' billionaire mistake




Today's News

	Special Counsel Jack Smith filed motions to drop the federal election-subversion and classified-documents cases against Trump, citing a Justice Department rule against prosecuting sitting presidents.
 	A California judge delayed the resentencing date for Lyle and Erik Menendez, the brothers imprisoned for killing their parents in 1989, to give the new Los Angeles County district attorney more time to review the case.
 	The Israeli cabinet will vote tomorrow on a proposed cease-fire deal with Hezbollah, which is expected to pass, according to a spokesperson for Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu. The Israeli ambassador to the U.S. said on Israeli Army Radio that an agreement could be reached "within days" but that there remain "points to finalize."




Dispatches 

	The Weekly Planet: Climate negotiations at COP29 ended in a $300 billion deal that mostly showed how far the world is from facing climate change's real dangers, Zoe Schlanger argues.
 	The Wonder Reader: One of the most humbling parts of being alive is realizing that you might need to reconsider some long-held habits, Isabel Fattal writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Everyone Agrees Americans Aren't Healthy

By Nicholas Florko

Robert F. Kennedy Jr. is wrong about a lot of things in public health. Vaccines don't cause autism. Raw milk is more dangerous than pasteurized milk. And cellphones haven't been shown to cause brain cancer. But the basic idea behind his effort to "Make America Healthy Again" is correct: America is not healthy, and our current system has not fixed the problem.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	"Dear Therapist": No one wants to host my in-laws for the holidays.
 	The right has a Bluesky problem.
 	The leak scandal roiling Israel
 	What the broligarchs want from Trump




Culture Break


Everett



Watch. Every generation has an Oz story, but Wicked is the retelling that best captures what makes L. Frank Baum's world sing, Allegra Rosenberg writes.

Try out. Group fitness classes aren't just about exercise--they're also a ridiculous, perfect way to make friends, Mikala Jamison writes.

Play our daily crossword.



P.S.

I often tell people to unplug from the news. (Hey, I get paid to have opinions about national events, and yet I make sure to stop watching the news now and then too.) If you'd like a break that will not only get you off the doom treadmill but refresh and recharge you, allow me to suggest binge-watching the new Ted Danson series on Netflix, A Man on the Inside. It's charming and funny, and it might bring a tear to your eye in between some laughs.

Danson plays a recently widowed retired professor who takes a job with a private investigator as the "inside man" at a senior-citizen residence in San Francisco. (As someone who watched the debut of Cheers 42 years ago, I feel like I've been growing old along with Danson through his many shows, and this might be his best role.) He's tracking down a theft, but the crime isn't all that interesting, nor is it really the point of the show: Rather, A Man on the Inside is about family, friends, love, and death.

My wife and I sometimes found the show almost too hard to watch, because we have both had parents in assisted living and memory-care settings. But A Man on the Inside never hurts--it has too much compassion (and gentle, well-placed humor) to let aging become caricatured as nothing but tragedy and loss. It is a show for and about families, just when we need something we can all watch over the holidays.

-- Tom



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Secrets to a Successful Potluck Dish

Six writers and editors share their go-to recipes

by Stephanie Bai




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Welcome back to The Daily's Sunday culture edition.

Thanksgiving means sharing food with friends and loved ones, which also means that many potluck guests will spend the next few days scouring the web for easy and last-minute recipes. To help inspire readers looking for suggestions, The Atlantic's writers and editors answer the question: What's your go-to dish to bring to a potluck?





There is a calculus to potlucks. The dish you bring must be not only tasty but also impressive, affordable, transportable, easy to serve, and not overly time-consuming--not to mention thematically appropriate. Years of doing the math led me to a simple solution: No matter the party, I bring meatballs. Roll them, bake them, and serve with toothpicks--and don't forget the dips.

The great thing about them is that they are endlessly adaptable. A fancier gathering might call for veal-and-ricotta balls with a spiced tomato sauce; kids might prefer chicken balls with ketchup. And, of course, they can be made vegetarian.

At a previous job, I was asked to contribute to a cookie-themed potluck. Anxiety struck; I'm a deeply mediocre baker. But the math saved me once again. As I set down a plate of beef-and-pork balls next to trays of whoopie pies and chocolate-chip biscotti, my bemused colleagues waited for an explanation. I pulled out a label: "Meat truffles." By the end of the meal, not a single one was left.

-- Yasmin Tayag, staff writer

***

A staple of my family's Thanksgiving dinners and summer barbecues is a painstaking mid-century masterpiece we call "rainbow Jell-O": layers of red, orange, yellow, and green gelatin, partitioned by sweetened condensed milk and cut into bite-size cubes. Making the Jell-O is an all-day affair; each level needs to set in the fridge before the next can be built on top (we skip blue, indigo, and violet as a practical matter).

The recipe, scrawled by my grandmother on a now-yellowed piece of paper, comes from the Japanese American side of my family, which traces its roots through Hawaii, where rainbow Jell-O is sold in convenience stores. The origins of the Jell-O are unclear, but if I had to guess, it might be born of the islands' unique culinary tradition of drawing magic from shelf-stable foods and wartime rations--in the spirit of Spam musubi.

Is making the Jell-O worth clearing an afternoon and a shelf in your fridge? That perhaps depends on your tolerance for wobbly foods. When one of my college roommates was passed the plate of Jell-O squares on his first Thanksgiving visit, he watched them quake from side to side and politely declined.

-- Andrew Aoyama, deputy managing editor

***

I'm a self-conscious cook, even in private; I prefer to stick with minimal ingredients for my meals instead of experimenting with my seasonings and, inevitably, my sensitive stomach. My palate is pretty limited, probably as a result of my boring diet--so I also have no idea if anything I eat tastes good to the average person.

That's why, when I'm invited to a potluck, I designate myself the Prepacked-Snacks Person. But I make it fun by leveraging my experience as an Oreo connoisseur: My potluck contribution is whatever wacky, seasonally appropriate Oreo flavor is on the market right now. It's both something you know everyone is somewhat familiar with and more exciting than showing up with the basic snacks you get at the bodega. Plus, I would rather have my friends taste and judge my Pumpkin Spice or Coca-Cola Oreos than watch them pretend to like my homemade chili.

-- Allegra Frank, senior editor

***

I'm pretty sure I first made caramel rolls for my mom's birthday when I was in high school, but I started sharing them at a Friendsgiving potluck in college. They are basically cinnamon rolls, but instead of topping the buns with frosting, you drown them in a caramel sauce, creating a dish that is soft, sticky, and supremely sweet. Although you can use an online recipe for the bread portion, I use my grandmother's recipe for the caramel, which lives on a bright-blue note card in a wooden box at my parents' house, along with all of the other cooking instructions we inherited after she passed away. I've heard that caramel is notoriously hard to make, but I've never had an issue with hers, which includes two whopping tablespoons of white corn syrup. Her side of the family--my mom's side--comes from North Dakota, so I always feel like I'm sharing a dish that's a little folksy: simple and delicious. Caramel rolls don't just work as a hefty addition to potlucks and as a dessert for any occasion; the leftovers can be breakfast too!

-- Elise Hannum, assistant editor

***

I am a man of vanity who likes to appear impressive in mixed company; I am also a man of convenience who likes to expend as little energy as possible, if possible. In a potluck scenario, the latter instinct takes over--largely because there's just less time and attention to spend on any one dish.

Hence my love of making pulled pork, which maxes out several factors: cheapness of ingredients, ease of preparation, quantity of yielded food, wow factor with friends. The recipe I use is perhaps not the best recipe; it is, however, one of the first recipes I found when I Googled best pulled-pork recipe a few years ago. You can really blow people's minds by bringing along the appropriate accoutrement--pickles, barbecue sauce, buns--but even by itself, the meat goes with anything.

I first made pulled pork for a Super Bowl party, when I had a sneaking suspicion--informed by my expansive curiosity about flavor combinations, and my history of alcohol consumption--that it would pair well with chips and beer. I will be honest: Despite the ease of "slather in spices and hit the slow-cooker button," I somehow kind of screwed it up--the cut of meat was too large for the lid to fully cover, and I didn't let it cook for long enough. But even made poorly, pulled pork is a novel delight--everyone loved it, even as I was mildly ashamed of this inaugural effort. Made well, you'll be the talk of the party.

-- Jeremy Gordon, senior editor

***

This season of life doesn't seem to afford much time for hobbies, but I do love baking, either solo or with the "help" of my 6-year-old daughter (she is an expert sugar sprinkler). My favorite--and most consistently delicious--thing to bake is challah. I got the recipe, adaptations, and all relevant advice from my sister; it has completely ruined all those dry store-bought versions for any purpose but making French toast.

I learned the art of baking challah during the pandemic, when everyone else was busy with their sourdough starters. Back then, my husband, my daughter, and I had no choice but to eat it all ourselves--fortunately, this recipe freezes well. That was by far not the worst part of COVID, but I prefer to share challah; Jewish food is always best enjoyed in the company of others. I never mastered the traditional braiding of the dough, so I mostly shape it into large, fluffy buns--all the better for tearing apart with your hands. Try topping the challah with everything-bagel seasoning, za'atar, or something more creative. Then bring it to a communal Shabbat or a holiday meal, and enjoy watching your loved ones go back for just one more hunk of soft, warm bread, and then another, and another.

-- Janice Wolly, copy chief





Here are three Sunday reads from The Atlantic:

	The business-school scandal that just keeps getting bigger
 	Three ways to become a deeper thinker
 	The Atlantic gift guide




The Week Ahead

	Moana 2, an animated sequel about a village chief's wayfinding daughter who must travel into the dangerous waters of Oceania (in theaters Wednesday)
 	The Agency, a thriller series starring Michael Fassbender as a CIA agent who is ordered to leave his undercover life (premieres Friday on Paramount+ with Showtime)
 	This Is Why We Can't Have Nice Things, a collection of short stories by Naomi Wood about motherhood, femininity, and modern love (out Tuesday)




Essay


Illustration by The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Your Armpits Are Trying to Tell You Something

By Yasmin Tayag

The last time I sweated through my shirt, I vowed that it would never happen again. Sweat shame had dogged me for too many years. No longer would armpit puddles dictate the color of my blouse. Never again would I twist underneath a hand dryer to dry my damp underarms. It was time to try clinical-strength antiperspirant.


Read the full article.



More in Culture

	The thin line between biopic and propaganda
 	How Jimmy O. Yang became a main character
 	Cher has a history lesson for us all.
 	The most coveted screenshot in the literary world
 	What the men of the internet are trying to prove
 	"Dear James": I used to have friends. Then they had kids.






Catch Up on The Atlantic

	David Frum: A good country's bad choice
 	The Trump-Trumpist divide
 	Inside the mind of Pete Hegseth




Photo Album


In a protest demanding action on climate change, members of Indigenous organizations hold large cutouts of world leaders' heads above the waters of Botafogo Bay. (Tuane Fernandes / Reuters)



Check out these photos of the week, showing a climate-change protest, a mummified saber-toothed kitten in Russia, a virtual taekwondo championship in Singapore, and more.



Explore all of our newsletters.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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The Long-Held Habits You Might Need to Reconsider

One of the most humbling parts of being alive is realizing you've been doing a simple thing wrong.

by Isabel Fattal




This is an edition of The Wonder Reader, a newsletter in which our editors recommend a set of stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight. Sign up here to get it every Saturday morning.


One of the most humbling parts of being alive is realizing you've long been doing a simple thing wrong--or, at least, not in the way experts say you should be doing it. Did you know that the best time to apply deodorant is right before bed? Or that you should get rid of your black plastic spatulas? Or that you probably shower too much?

Being hit with these truths can feel unmooring. What if some of your reflexive daily rituals need to be reconsidered? But there's power in the knowledge too. Today's newsletter explores our ever-evolving understanding of how humans live, and what's best for us.

On Our Habits

Your Armpits Are Trying to Tell You Something

By Yasmin Tayag

The best time to apply antiperspirant is right before bed. Seriously.

Read the article.

Throw Out Your Black Plastic Spatula

By Zoe Schlanger

It's probably leaching chemicals into your cooking oil.

Read the article.

You're Showering Too Much

By James Hamblin

Wash your hands, but lay off the other parts. (From 2020)

Read the article.



Still Curious?

	Stop looking at your therapist: The couch is there for a reason, Shayla Love argues.
 	Nutrition science's most preposterous result: Studies show a mysterious health benefit to ice cream. Scientists don't want to talk about it, David Merritt Johns wrote last year.




Other Diversions

	Three ways to become a deeper thinker
 	A ridiculous, perfect way to make friends
 	One food to change the world




P.S.


Courtesy of Monica Shah



Sign up for our new newsletter Being Human for more stories on the mysteries of the body and the mind.

I recently asked readers to share a photo of something that sparks their sense of awe in the world. "In my garden, I was mesmerized by this dahlia's fractal symmetry, a kaleidoscope in nature," Monica Shah from Edison, New Jersey, writes.

-- Isabel
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The Shopping Method That Isn't Going Anywhere

Some brands are returning to the print catalog in order to sell things on their terms.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


J.Crew has 2.7 million followers on Instagram, and more than 300,000 on X. But earlier this fall, it announced that it was trying to reach prospective customers the old-fashioned way: by reviving its print catalog. In 2024, everyone shops online. But in recent years, some retailers have returned to the catalog as a way to attempt to grab a bit more of shoppers' coveted attention. People can and do scroll past the endless stream of marketing emails and digital ads on their phone. But completely ignoring a catalog that appears on your stoop or in your mailbox is tougher. Simply put, you have to pick it up, even if you are planning to throw it in the recycling bin--and brands hope that you might flip through some glossy photos along the way.

Catalogs' heyday came before the financial crisis--but they never fully went away, and billions have been sent to American consumers every year since. The catalogs of 2024, in part a nostalgia play for those who grew up with the trend, are generally sent to targeted lists of customers who have either shopped with a brand in the past or are deemed plausible future buyers. Some retailers are maintaining what they've always done: Neiman Marcus, for example, continues to send a catalog, even as some of its peers have stopped. Both traditional and digital-first companies use catalogs: Amazon has issued a toy catalog since 2018. Brands have started playing with the format too, taking the concept beyond a straightforward list of products: Patagonia puts out a catalog that it calls a "bona fide journal," featuring "stories and photographs" from contributors. Many of these catalogs don't even include information about pricing; shoppers have to go to the website for that.

Amanda Mull, writing in The Atlantic in early 2020, foretold a new golden era of catalogs--brands at the time were becoming "more desperate to find ways to sell their stuff without tithing to the tech behemoths." Since then, the pandemic has only turbocharged consumers' feelings of overwhelm with online shopping. Immediate purchase is not necessarily the goal; these catalogs are aiming to build a relationship that might lead to future orders, Jonathan Zhang, a marketing professor at Colorado State University, told me. The return on investment for companies is pretty good, Zhang has found, especially because more sophisticated targeting and measurement means that brands aren't spending time appealing to people who would never be interested (this also means that less paper is wasted than in the free-for-all mailer days, he noted).

With catalogs, brands are supplementing, not replacing, e-commerce: Zhang's experiments with an e-commerce retailer found that over a period of six months starting in late 2020, people who received both catalogs and marketing emails from a retailer made 24 percent more purchases than those who received only the emails. A spokesperson for J.Crew told me that following the catalog relaunch, the brand saw a nearly 20 percent rise in reactivated customers, adding that this fall, 11 percent more consumers had a positive impression of the J.Crew brand compared with last year. E-commerce is the undeniable center of shopping in 2024, so brands are finding creative ways to use in-person methods to build on its success--including, as I've written, reimagining the brick-and-mortar store.

A well-designed catalog may appeal to some of the same sensory instincts that enchant die-hard in-person shoppers. Catalogs work especially well for certain types of products: Zhang said that "hedonic" categories of goods--luxury clothing, perfumes, vacation packages, chocolate--are some of the best fits for stories and photos in a print format. (I smile when I think of Elaine taking this type of luxury marketing to parody levels in her stint running a catalog on Seinfeld.) Zhang himself has been wooed by such a campaign: Around February of this year, he received a mailer from a cruise company (one he had never interacted with in the past). He spent a few minutes flipping through. In August, when he started thinking about planning a winter vacation for his family, he remembered the catalog and visited the company's website. "That few minutes was long enough for me to kind of encode this information in my memory," he said. He decided to book a trip.

The catalog has moved forward in fits and starts: 30 years ago, they were the central way to market a product directly to consumers. Then the pendulum swung hard toward online ads. Now we may start to see more of a balance between the two. Some of us would rather turn away from advertising altogether. But if brands are going to find us anyway, print catalogs could add a little more texture to the experience of commerce.

Related:

	Why the Restoration Hardware catalog won't die
 	Stores are small now.






Here are three new stories from The Atlantic:

	Pam Bondi's comeback
 	David Frum on a good country's bad choice
 	The Trump-Trumpist divide




Today's News

	A New York judge said that he would indefinitely postpone sentencing in the hush-money criminal case against President-Elect Donald Trump.
 	Former Representative Matt Gaetz said that he will not return to Congress next year but will continue to work with the next Trump administration.
 	Democratic Senator Bob Casey conceded the closely watched Pennsylvania Senate race to Dave McCormick last night.






Dispatches 

	The Books Briefing: Cher's memoir is a valuable document of a young girl thrust into the adult world, Emma Sarappo writes.
 	Atlantic Intelligence: Alex Reisner's recent investigation for The Atlantic found that dialogue from tens of thousands of movies and TV shows has been harvested--without permission--by big tech companies, Damon Beres writes.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



Evening Read


Paramount Pictures



Gladiator II Is More Than Just a Spectacle

By Shirley Li

Long before "thinking about the Roman empire" became shorthand for having a hyper-fixation, Ridley Scott turned the actual Roman empire into a mainstream obsession. In 2000, the director's sword-and-sandal blockbuster Gladiator muscled its way into becoming that year's second-highest-grossing film, before winning the Academy Award for Best Picture and cementing its status as--I'm just guessing here--your dad's favorite movie of all time. "Are you not entertained?!" Russell Crowe's Maximus goaded the crowd in a memorably rousing scene. We really were: Here was an almost absurdly simple tale of revenge that Scott, via visceral fight scenes (and real tigers), turned into a maximalist epic.
 For Gladiator II, now in theaters, Scott has somehow taken it a step further.


Read the full article.

More From The Atlantic

	The #MeToo Cabinet
 	The case against spinning off Chrome




Culture Break


Rob Youngson / FX



Watch. Say Nothing (streaming on Hulu) captures the struggle of separating who you are from what you fight for.

Debate. Jake Paul is an emblem of a generation starving for purpose while gorging on spectacle, Spencer Kornhaber writes.

Play our daily crossword.



Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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Why That Chatbot Is So Good at Imitating Bart Simpson

Inside the Hollywood writing that fuels generative AI.

by Damon Beres

This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


Earlier this week, The Atlantic published a new investigation by Alex Reisner into the data that are being used without permission to train generative-AI programs. In this case, dialogue from tens of thousands of movies and TV shows has been harvested by companies such as Apple, Anthropic, Meta, and Nvidia to develop large language models (or LLMs).

The data have a strange provenance: Rather than being pulled from scripts or books, the dialogue is taken from subtitle files that have been extracted from DVDs, Blu-ray discs, and internet streams. "Though this may seem like a strange source for AI-training data, subtitles are valuable because they're a raw form of written dialogue," Reisner writes. "They contain the rhythms and styles of spoken conversation and allow tech companies to expand generative AI's repertoire beyond academic texts, journalism, and novels, all of which have also been used to train these programs."

Perhaps it no longer comes as a major shock that creative humans are having their work ripped off to train machines that threaten to replace them. But evidence demonstrating exactly what data have been used, and for what purposes, is hard to come by, thanks to the secretive nature of these tech companies. "Now, at least, we know a bit more about who is caught in the machinery," Reisner writes. "What will the world decide they are owed?"




Illustration by Matteo Giuseppe Pani / The Atlantic



There's No Longer Any Doubt That Hollywood Writing Is Powering AI

By Alex Reisner

For as long as generative-AI chatbots have been on the internet, Hollywood writers have wondered if their work has been used to train them. The chatbots are remarkably fluent with movie references, and companies seem to be training them on all available sources. One screenwriter recently told me he's seen generative AI reproduce close imitations of The Godfather and the 1980s TV show Alf, but he had no way to prove that a program had been trained on such material.
 I can now say with absolute confidence that many AI systems have been trained on TV and film writers' work. Not just on The Godfather and Alf, but on more than 53,000 other movies and 85,000 other TV episodes: Dialogue from all of it is included in an AI-training data set that has been used by Apple, Anthropic, Meta, Nvidia, Salesforce, Bloomberg, and other companies. I recently downloaded this data set, which I saw referenced in papers about the development of various large language models (or LLMs). It includes writing from every film nominated for Best Picture from 1950 to 2016, at least 616 episodes of The Simpsons, 170 episodes of Seinfeld, 45 episodes of Twin Peaks, and every episode of The Wire, The Sopranos, and Breaking Bad. It even includes prewritten "live" dialogue from Golden Globes and Academy Awards broadcasts. If a chatbot can mimic a crime-show mobster or a sitcom alien--or, more pressingly, if it can piece together whole shows that might otherwise require a room of writers--data like this are part of the reason why.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	"What I found in a database Meta uses to train generative AI": "Nobel-winning authors, Dungeons and Dragons, Christian literature, and erotica all serve as datapoints for the machine," Alex Reisner wrote in an earlier investigation for The Atlantic.
 	AI's fingerprints were all over the election: "But deepfakes and disinformation weren't the main issues," Matteo Wong writes.
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What a 16-Year-Old Doesn't Yet Know

Cher's memoir is a valuable document of a young girl thrust into the adult world.

by Emma Sarappo




This is an edition of the Books Briefing, our editors' weekly guide to the best in books. Sign up for it here.


A 16-year-old girl may be wise, funny, well educated, and ambitious, and she can probably hold her own in conversation. She may have reached her adult height and shoe size. By this point in her life, she has probably read books or heard songs that will make a permanent mark on her. She may have had sex or fallen in love; she may be dead serious, and be determined to be taken seriously. But a 16-year-old girl is still a child.

First, here are four new stories from The Atlantic's Books section:


	 What De La Soul's big mistake cost hip-hop
 
 	 The most coveted screenshot in the literary world
 
 	 In search of a faith beyond religion
 
 	 What to read if you're angry about the election
 


On Wednesday, Vanity Fair published a profile of Augusta Britt, a woman the author calls the "secret muse" of the novelist Cormac McCarthy, who died last year. According to Britt, McCarthy was 42 when they met in 1976; she was 16, a runaway fleeing an abusive childhood. She tells Vanity Fair's Vincenzo Barney that McCarthy ferried her across the border to Mexico, forged her birth certificate, and began a sexual affair with her. Britt is adamant that their relationship was consensual: "It all felt right. It felt good ... I loved him. He was my safety." But McCarthy also used her experiences in his novels, she alleges, conjuring and then killing off characters based on her. "I was surprised it didn't feel romantic to be written about," she says. "I felt kind of violated."


Girls have long been asked to grow up quickly. Reading about Britt made me think of an article my colleague Sophie Gilbert wrote this week, about Cher's self-titled memoir (the first half of a promised duology). This volume follows her from birth to 1980, dealing in large part with her unstable childhood--which was marked by abuse, deprivation, and frequent moves around the country--and her scrappy rise to fame. At 15, she was in Los Angeles cavorting with movie stars such as Warren Beatty. At 16, she writes, she met the 27-year-old Sonny Bono. When she became homeless, she moved in with him, initially as a friend. "One day, he kissed her, and that was that," Gilbert writes. The entity known as Sonny & Cher was born. He would be her husband and creative partner for the next decade, and they'd be divorced before she was 30.

Cher's book is a valuable document of a young girl thrust into the adult world. Her current perspective, at 78, allows for frank assessments of difficult situations: Cher's grandmother Lynda gave birth to her mother, Jackie Jean, at 13; Jackie Jean married Cher's father, Johnnie, at 19 and immediately regretted it. Her daughter finds no romance in their union. "Gullible and trapped, my mother was living at a time when women had little or no support from society, so, seeing no other way out, she went back to Johnnie even though she claimed she never loved or trusted him," Cher writes. (Johnnie would later run off without a word.) A boyfriend of her mother's professed his love for Cher. "It was a shockingly inappropriate statement on any level," she writes, "but especially since I was only fourteen."

For all her keen hindsight, Cher's writing about her life as a teenager is imbued with authentically teenage feelings. Her awkwardness and fears are on the page alongside the effervescent highs of first crushes and successes. When they moved in together, she says, "Sonny and I became more like a brother and sister, or perhaps more accurately a father and daughter, because I was the insecure kid full of phobias, the teenager who didn't like silence and couldn't get to sleep unless the television was on." When her mother found out she was living with Bono and demanded she return home, Cher was "certain that I'd be grounded until I was fifty and never see Sonny again."

These passages make the reader feel close to the adolescent Cher. They also emphasize just how young she was, despite her talent and savvy, and how much she was up against. "I'm hard-pressed to think of another celebrity author so insistent on dispensing with rose-tinted reminiscences," Gilbert writes. "Cher wants you to know that for most people--and absolutely for most women--the 20th century was no cakewalk." Even as she admits that she genuinely loved Bono, she details his cruelties. He mistreated her domestically (controlling her; acting out when jealous) and professionally (he let hundreds of thousands of dollars of back taxes pile up; he owned 95 percent of "Cher Enterprises" while his lawyer took the remaining 5 percent).

What strikes me most is how much time separates Cher's career highs from her teenage years--and the unique perspective that time affords her. The events she's recalling occurred a lifetime ago. Her book ends before she wins an Oscar for Moonstruck, before she releases "If I Could Turn Back Time," before the success of Believe, and long before her induction into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame this year. Looking back, Cher sagely understands that her 16-year-old self, meeting Bono for the first time, still had so much life in front of her--so many honors, relationships, stumbling blocks, and milestones were yet to come. The same is true of any 16-year-old girl.




Christopher Anderson / Magnum



Cher Has a History Lesson for Us All

By Sophie Gilbert

The singer has long stood for a brassy, strutting kind of survival. Her new account of her early life explains how that came to be.

Read the full article.



What to Read

Break It Down, by Lydia Davis


Davis is a master of the very short story, and the collection that made her name, Break It Down, includes such works as the four-sentence "What She Knew," where an insecure young woman tries to understand why men are flirting with her, and the six-sentence "The Fish," where a woman confronts "certain irrevocable mistakes" in her life, including the dinner she's cooked for herself. These nimble, acrobatic shorts--which established her as a formidable figure in American literature--are contrasted by longer stories that showcase Davis's dry humor and keen emotional insight. In "The Letter," a woman sits through a long-awaited breakup conversation: "Right away she lost her appetite, but he ate very well and ate her dinner too." And the title story is a cathartic, sensitive look at the cost of a failed relationship: "You're left with this large heavy pain in you," a man mourning a lost love reflects, "that you try to numb by reading." Davis's stories plunge directly into the hurt of everyday life, leaving the reader both comforted and entertained. -- Celine Nguyen


From our list: What to read when you have only half an hour







Out Next Week

? A Town Without Time, by Gay Talese

? Private Rites, by Julia Armfield


? Darkly, by Marisha Pessl







Your Weekend Read


Justin Chung for The Atlantic



How Jimmy O. Yang Became a Main Character

By Shirley Li

"You don't want to be in a box, but at the same time, when you're first starting, it's easy to just be like, 'Hey, I'm an Asian actor. Call me if you need an Asian actor,' " he said. Even after landing his guest role on Silicon Valley, he put his earnings into a used car he could drive for Uber, to make a little more cash.


Read the full article.



When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.

Sign up for The Wonder Reader, a Saturday newsletter in which our editors recommend stories to spark your curiosity and fill you with delight.


Explore all of our newsletters.
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Trump Wants to Have It Both Ways on Education

He says he wants to give power back to the states, but has also signaled his intention to align American schools with his own cultural agenda.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of The Atlantic Daily, a newsletter that guides you through the biggest stories of the day, helps you discover new ideas, and recommends the best in culture. Sign up for it here.


Among Donald Trump's many campaign-trail promises was his threat to dismantle the Department of Education (ED), which he has claimed without basis is filled with "radicals, zealots, and Marxists." But the president-elect seems to want to have it both ways: In trying to hamstring the federal agency, Trump says he will give power back to the states. But he has also said he is prepared to use executive power to crack down on schools with policies that don't align with his culture-war agenda.

Trump proposed dismantling or dramatically cutting ED during his 2016 run, but he didn't follow through while in office. This time, even if he does stick with it, he's not likely to succeed: Because the department was elevated to a Cabinet-level agency by an act of Congress under President Jimmy Carter, shutting it down would likewise require an act of Congress. Passing such a law is a probable nonstarter even though Republicans will soon control the House and Senate. It would require a 60 percent vote in the Senate (at least as long as the filibuster is in place), and some Republicans would likely not support cutting ED, because it could be unpopular with their constituents. Red, rural, low-income areas are among the parts of the country whose school districts receive the most Title I supplemental funding from the agency. Although ED has found its place in the crosshairs of the culture wars, its daily function largely involves distributing funds to K-12 schools and administering federal loan programs for college students--not getting involved in the curriculum issues that inflame the political right.

Whether he follows through on his ED threat or not, Trump has other channels through which to alter America's schools. Trump's statements on the campaign trail suggest that he's likely to use his executive power to roll back the changes President Joe Biden made to Title IX, which related in part to protections for LGBTQ students and rules for how colleges respond to allegations of sexual violence on campus (these changes are currently blocked in some states). Trump's platform also states that he "will sign an executive order instructing every federal agency, including the Department of Education, to cease all programs that promote the concept of sex and gender transition, at any age," and he has signaled that he may threaten to withhold federal funds from schools that don't fall in line. Trump and his team may also push to direct public money to parents with students in private and religious K-12 schools through a system known as "school choice" vouchers, which has gained political momentum after sustained attacks on public schools from Republican politicians (vouchers were a priority of Trump's last education secretary, Betsy DeVos, too).

Conservative politicians have long been outwardly skeptical of the federal government playing a major role in schools--yet many are also inclined to push through policy priorities on education when they are in positions of national power, Jon Valant, an education policy expert at the Brookings Institution, told me. The Department of Education, in particular, has been an on-and-off boogeyman of Republicans. President Ronald Reagan talked about closing the agency as part of his effort to shrink the federal government (obviously, he did not succeed). But for all the talk about reducing the federal government's power, eliminating ED would likely just mean moving things around--the Justice Department might handle civil-rights programs currently managed by ED; the Treasury Department might take over student-loan administration. It's not clear that these changes "would actually shrink the federal role in education or the cost of administering those programs," Valant told me.

Even as he claims that he will axe the department, Trump is moving forward with staffing it. He has put forth Linda McMahon, a major campaign donor with roots in the professional wrestling world, as his secretary of education. McMahon fits the description of some of Trump's other recent Cabinet picks: a friend or loyalist who is unqualified for the role at hand. She has scant experience working in or with schools--she once claimed to have a degree in education because she had spent a semester student-teaching, The Washington Post and the Hartford Courant reported. But the choice of McMahon does not send as strong a signal as selecting a louder culture-war voice, such as Moms for Liberty co-founder Tiffany Justice, Oklahoma State Superintendent of Public Instruction Ryan Walters, or the right-wing activist Christopher Rufo--all of whom policy experts speculated about as possible picks--might have.

In his first term as president, Trump spoke with bombast about his education plans but didn't end up doing much. The national conversation on schools was in a different place then--before the culture wars further heated up and public trust in schools and other institutions declined. Trump and his allies have made schools a villain in many of the social issues he centered his campaign on. This time, he may have more incentive to take action, if he's willing to do the work of transforming the system.

Related:

	Donald Trump claims public schools offer sex-change surgeries.
 	George Packer: When the culture war comes for the kids




Today's News

	Former Representative Matt Gaetz withdrew himself from consideration for the attorney-general role in Trump's second administration. Trump announced that former Florida Attorney General Pam Bondi is his new pick for the position.
 	The International Criminal Court issued arrest warrants for Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu, former Israeli Defense Minister Yoav Gallant, and Hamas military chief Mohammed Deif--whom Israel claims to have killed--over allegations of war crimes and crimes against humanity in Gaza.
 	Brazil's federal police announced that former President Jair Bolsonaro and 36 other people have been indicted for allegedly plotting a coup after he lost in the 2022 elections.




Dispatches

	Time-Travel Thursdays: The bean--small, humble, protein-dense--has the potential to remake American diets, Lora Kelley writes. But it also has an image problem.


Explore all of our newsletters here.



More From The Atlantic

	In search of a faith beyond religion
 	Radio Atlantic: What Pete Hegseth's nomination is really about
 	Cher has a history lesson for us all.




Evening Read


Illustration by Jan Buchczik



Three Ways to Become a Deeper Thinker

By Arthur C. Brooks

You may have encountered this cryptic question at some point. It is a koan, or riddle, devised by the 18th-century Zen Buddhist master Hakuin Ekaku. Such paradoxical questions have been used for centuries to train young monks, who were instructed to meditate on and debate them. This was intended to be taxing work that could induce maddening frustration--but there was a method to it too. The novitiates were not meant to articulate tidy answers; they were supposed to acquire, through mental struggle, a deeper understanding of the question itself--for this was the path to enlightenment.


Read the full article.



Culture Break


Illustration by Ben Kothe / The Atlantic. Source: Getty.



Snap a picture. The Publishers Marketplace book-deal social-media post is the most coveted screenshot in the literary world, Jordan Michelman writes.

Try out. Suddenly, celebrity look-alike contests are everywhere, Kaitlyn Tiffany writes. What's going on?

Play our daily crossword.

Stephanie Bai contributed to this newsletter.

When you buy a book using a link in this newsletter, we receive a commission. Thank you for supporting The Atlantic.
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One Food to Change the World

The bean has the potential to remake American diets, but it has an image problem.

by Lora Kelley




This is an edition of Time-Travel Thursdays, a journey through The Atlantic's archives to contextualize the present, surface delightful treasures, and examine the American idea.


I love a good bean: tossed with vinaigrette in a salad, spooned over pasta, served on a plate with rice and corn. The bean is a powerful little food, all the more for its shapeshifting capacities. Many people can appreciate that these legumes are cheap and healthy, but they still fall short of widespread adoration or even respect.

Yet, over the decades, Atlantic writers have turned to the bean's revolutionary potential again and again. The humble bean, small, unglamorous, packed with protein, has been a source of inspiration for those seeking to remake the food system, fight climate change, and add some better flavors into American homes. In a 1975 article loftily titled "A Bean to Feed the World?" the historian Richard Rhodes made the case for centering the soybean in the American diet. "We continue to sing of amber waves of grain, not dusty pods of beans," he bemoans in the opening line.

Noting that the soybean was, at the time, the No. 1 cash crop in the country, Rhodes argues that Americans should be eating it as a source of protein on its own, rather than feeding it to the farm animals that then became dinner. "Conversion of soybeans to food for humans is worth looking at," he writes. (The soybean, a cousin of the lentil and black bean, has about 30 grams of protein per cup.) Alas, soybeans remain primarily the provenance of livestock today, with the exception of the small percentage used to make popular foods such as tofu.

In 2017, James Hamblin made the urgent climate case for replacing beef with legumes in Americans' diets, given that cows are among the top agricultural sources of greenhouse gases worldwide and take up great swaths of arable land. Hamblin explained that by swapping beans for beef, the U.S. could "achieve somewhere between 46 and 74 percent of the reductions needed" to meet the 2020 greenhouse-gas-emission goals set out by President Barack Obama in 2009. (Americans have not wholesale rejected beef in favor of beans, but, in large part because the pandemic slowed travel and economic activity, we did end up meeting those climate goals.)

Part of the problem with beans is that they are not that attractive a food. In a 1992 article, the food writer Corby Kummer acknowledges the "insipid" nature of beans before walking readers through some ways to prepare tasty--and easily digestible--bean-based dishes. But for the horticultural writer Richardson Wright, the bean's humility is what makes it heroic. During World War II, he wrote that "the coincidence of Saturday night and baked beans was of divine provenance, and with the ardor of the freshly converted, I insisted that we practice." In a time of loss, a pot of beans--which he calls "farinaceous catechumens," likening them to starchy bodies readied for baptism--can mean everything. The quasi-religious tone of his Proustian meditation on beans is moving; still, his dietary choice was borne out of desperation and limited rations.

The image of beans as a backup when you don't have, or can't afford, anything better has proven hard to shake. Even as vegetarian diets are on the rise and Americans recognize the environmental impact of beef, eating meat remains an intractable part of American life. For all the trendiness of brothy beans and Rancho Gordo subscriptions in recent years, many Americans still haven't made legumes central to their diets. One estimate found that, as of 2019, the average American ate approximately 55 pounds of chicken a year compared with roughly 2.5 pounds of cooked black beans (American bean consumption is low compared to many other countries). Still, there are reasons to hope: Americans have embraced hummus, which is made of chickpeas. Chic New York restaurants are serving bean-based dishes. And a climate campaign with ties to the United Nations is pushing to double global bean consumption by 2028. Though the bean may not be the flashiest ingredient, it is persistent--and it may even shape a better world in its image.
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AI Is Killing the Internet's Curiosity

Peering into the future of search

by Matteo Wong




This is Atlantic Intelligence, a newsletter in which our writers help you wrap your mind around artificial intelligence and a new machine age. Sign up here.


One of the most wonderful, and frustrating, things about Google Search is its inefficiency. The tool, at its most fundamental level, doesn't provide knowledge. Instead, it points you to where it may, or may not, lie. That list of blue links can lead you down rabbit holes about your favorite sports team and toward deep understandings of debates you never knew existed. This tendency can also make it impossible to get a simple, straightforward fact.

But the experience of seeking information online is rapidly changing. Tech giants have for almost two years been promising AI-powered search tools that do provide knowledge and answers. And last week, OpenAI, Perplexity, and Google made announcements about their AI-powered search products that provide the clearest glimpse yet into what that future will look like. I've spent the past week using these tools for research and everyday queries, and reported on my findings in an article published today. "These tools' current iterations surprised and, at times, impressed me," I wrote, "yet even when they work perfectly, I'm not convinced that AI search is a wise endeavor."

The promise of AI-powered search is quite different from Google's--not to organize information so you can find it yourself, but to readily provide that information in a digestible, concise format. That made my searches faster and more convenient at times. But something deeply human was lost as a result. The rabbit holes and the unexpected obsessions are what's beautiful about searching the internet; but AI, like the tech companies developing it, is obsessed with efficiency and optimization. What I loved about traditional Google searches, I wrote, is "falling into clutter and treasure, all the time, without ever intending to. AI search may close off these avenues to not only discovery but its impetus, curiosity."




Illustration by The Atlantic



The Death of Search

By Matteo Wong

For nearly two years, the world's biggest tech companies have said that AI will transform the web, your life, and the world. But first, they are remaking the humble search engine.
 Chatbots and search, in theory, are a perfect match. A standard Google search interprets a query and pulls up relevant results; tech companies have spent tens or hundreds of millions of dollars engineering chatbots that interpret human inputs, synthesize information, and provide fluent, useful responses. No more keyword refining or scouring Wikipedia--ChatGPT will do it all. Search is an appealing target, too: Shaping how people navigate the internet is tantamount to shaping the internet itself.


Read the full article.



What to Read Next

	The AI search war has begun: "Nearly two years after the arrival of ChatGPT, and with users growing aware that many generative-AI products have effectively been built on stolen information, tech companies are trying to play nice with the media outlets that supply the content these machines need," I reported this past summer.
 	Google is playing a dangerous game with AI search: "When more serious health questions get the AI treatment, Google is playing a risky game," my colleague Caroline Mimbs Nyce wrote in May.
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        Winners of the 2024 International Landscape Photographer of the Year (15 photos)
        After reviewing more than 3,600 entries from professional and amateur photographers around the world, judges of the 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year contest narrowed the field down to a "Top 101" and then further, to award several category prizes and their top award, which this year went to Andrew Mielzynski. The organizers were once more kind enough to share some of this year's top and winning images below.
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        Winners of the 2024 International Landscape Photographer of the Year
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            	November 25, 2024
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            	In Focus

        


        
            After reviewing more than 3,600 entries from professional and amateur photographers around the world, judges of the 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year contest narrowed the field down to a "Top 101" and then further, to award several category prizes and their top award, which this year went to Andrew Mielzynski. The organizers were once more kind enough to share some of this year's top and winning images below.


To receive an email notification every time new photo stories are published, sign up here.


        

        

        
        



    
 
    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An upward-looking view inside a dark forest, dotted by many yellow-green blobs--firefly trails caught in a long exposure]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fireflies Flying in the Misty. Special Award, Forest. Mountains in Wufeng Township, Hsinchu, Taiwan.
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                Shirley Wung / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A broad view of a huge cylindrical swirling cloud above a flat plain, with a smaller tornado forming beneath the cloud]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Perception--A Great Plains Supercell and Tornado. Top 101. Silverton, Texas.
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                Arita Cone. Second Place, International Landscape Photographer of the Year 2024. Arita Cone, La Puna, Argentina.
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                Yangykala Canyon. Second Place, International Landscape Photographer of the Year 2024. Turkmenistan.
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                [image: The northern lights, seen above snow-encased trees]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fox Touch. Top 101. Riisitunturi National Park, Lapland, Finland.
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                Leonardo Papera / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Tall spires of a stone mountain, seen among dark clouds]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Spiritual Grip. Top 101. Tre Cime di Lavaredo, Sexten Dolomites, Italy.
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                Yuriy Garnaev / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A top-down aerial view of tan-colored water flowing from a many-branched riverbed into a light-green body of water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Let Down. Top 101. Highland of Iceland.
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                [image: Rounded hill shapes, made of artificial snow.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Artificial Snow. Top 101. Dundret Nature Reserve, Gallivare, Lapland, Sweden.
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                Gunar Streu / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An unusual upturned tree, backdropped by a long-exposure image of stars forming concentric circles across the sky]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dragon Trails. Top 101. Socotra, Yemen.
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                [image: A top-down aerial image of flowing shapes and colors made by a meandering river flowing over volcanic material]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Natural Art. Top 101. South Coast, Iceland.
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                Matteo Strassera / The 11th International Landscape Photographer of the Year
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Several bending trees stand in shallow water, their mirror images reflected on the still surface.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Dancing Trees. Top 101. Sumba Island, Indonesia.
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                [image: A landscape view of treeless low mountains and a body of water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Iceland III. Top 101. Iceland.
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                [image: An aerial view of bare tres standing on a plain of multicolored minerals and water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Early Autumn. Third Place, International Landscape Photographer of the Year 2024. Vanatori Neamt Natural Park, Romania.
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                [image: Two pine trees on a snow-covered hillside, seen on a blustery day]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Pair. Top 101. Ciucas Mountains, Romania.
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                [image: Smooth and branching shapes and forms made by sand dunes and flowing water]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Desert Veins. Top 101. Namibia.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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        Photos of the Week: Bomb Cyclone, Rainbow Hills, Park Hawk

        
            	Alan Taylor

            	November 22, 2024

            	35 Photos

            	In Focus

        


        
            Christmas decorations in England, long-term typhoon damage in the Philippines, a virtual taekwondo championship in Singapore, a mummified saber-toothed tiger cub in Russia, the Miss Universe competition in Mexico, thick fog in northern China, a new volcanic eruption in Iceland, and much more
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                [image: A herd of red deer stand in tall grass, looking toward the photographer.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A herd of red deer look out from the bracken on an autumn morning in Richmond Park, southwest London, on November 17, 2024.
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                [image: People standing in shallow water in a bay hold up six large cutout heads of world leaders; the heads appear to be partially submerged.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of the Indigenous People Association stage a protest to demand action on climate change, holding large cutouts of the heads of world leaders U.S. President Joe Biden, Chinese President Xi Jinping, European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Russian President Vladimir Putin, and Japanese Prime Minister Shigeru Ishiba on the waters of Botafogo Bay, ahead of the G20 Summit, in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, on November 16, 2024.
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                [image: Children help push a motorcycle through a flooded road.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children help push a motorcycle through a waterlogged road during flooding in the village of Bojongasih, in Bandung, West Java, on November 21, 2024, caused by a river overflowing after heavy rains.
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                Timur Matahari / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A jockey falls a good distance from a horse that is also falling onto grass.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Jockey Theo Gillard and Kilcummin part company during a race at Plumpton Racecourse  in Plumpton, England, on November 18, 2024. Both jockey and horse were fine.
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                Mike Hewitt / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A child rides a bicycle on an undulating track in a park.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A child rides a bicycle at the Fenghuang Lake Pump Road Park, in Yantai, in China's Shandong province, on November 11, 2024.
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                [image: Six jet fighters fly in formation, leaving small vapor trails in their wake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The Russian Knights aerobatic team performs in the sky on day five of the 15th China International Aviation and Aerospace Exhibition on November 16, 2024, in Zhuhai, Guangdong province, China.
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                Zhou Guoqiang / VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Fire burns inside several tall buildings in a city after a missile strike.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Fire rages inside buildings hit in an Israeli airstrike that targeted the neighborhood of Haret Hreik in Beirut's southern suburbs on November 21, 2024, amid the ongoing war between Israel and Hezbollah.
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                [image: Lava flows from an open volcanic fissure at night.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A new volcanic eruption that started on the Reykjanes Peninsula in Iceland, seen on November 20, 2024
                #
            

            
                
                
                Marco di Marco / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People light several of many small lamps set around a water feature beside a brightly lit temple.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Sikh devotees light clay lamps next to the pond surrounding the Golden Temple as they celebrate the birth anniversary of the first Sikh guru, Guru Nanak, in Amritsar, India, on November 15, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Prabhjot Gill / AP
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: Hundreds of people kneel in prayer together, lined up in rows outside.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Tablighi Jamaat's Muslim devotees offer Friday prayers along a road in Dhaka on November 15, 2024.
                #
            

            
                
                
                Abdul Goni / AFP / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of residential and commercial buildings blanketed in thick fog at night]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A view of residential and commercial buildings blanketed in thick fog at night in Yinchuan, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, China, on November 20, 2024.
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                Yuan Hongyan / VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A huge swirling cloud formation in a satellite image]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A low-pressure storm system known as a "bomb cyclone" forms off the coast of the U.S. Pacific Northwest and western Canada in a composite satellite image, seen on November 19, 2024.
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                [image: A steam train travels through a forest.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A steam train travels to northern Germany's highest mountain, the Brocken, in the Harz mountains near Wernigerode, Germany, on November 20, 2024.
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                [image: A very large rocket sails through the night sky shortly after takeoff]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                SpaceX's Starship mega rocket lifts off for a test flight from Starbase, in Boca Chica, Texas, on November 19, 2024.
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                [image: A person stands next to a large illuminated art structure that seems to be reflected in water.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Shoppers walk around illuminated art structures in a popular outdoor shopping mall in Beijing on November 17, 2024.
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                [image: Two pagodas stand on two adjoining steep mountaintops after a recent snowfall.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of the snow-capped Laojun Mountain, in Luoyang, Henan province, China, on November 19, 2024
                #
            

            
                
                
                VCG / Getty
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: An aerial view of a deeply eroded mountain, exposing many colorful layers of stone]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An aerial view of Kiz Tepesi, also known as rainbow hills, in the Nallihan district of Ankara, Turkey, on November 21, 2024
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                [image: Christmas lights that resemble giant angels hang above a street in London.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Christmas lights are displayed along Regent Street in London, England, on November 20, 2024.
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                [image: A woman participates in a beauty contest, wearing a huge, colorful, and feathery costume.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Miss Denmark, Victoria Kjaer Theilvig, participates in the 73rd Miss Universe Competition preliminary competition at Arena Ciudad de Mexico on November 14, 2024, in Mexico City, Mexico.
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                [image: A close view of a horse raising its upper lip, exposing its teeth, during a parade]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                "El As de Oro," named after the horse owned by Mexican revolutionary hero Emiliano Zapata, smiles during a parade marking the 114th anniversary of the Mexican Revolution, in Ciudad Juarez, Mexico, on November 20, 2024.
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                [image: A hawk perches in a tree, holding down a rat with its talons.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A hawk holds a rat that it caught in New York City's Central Park on November 20, 2024.
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                [image: The well-preserved mummified remains of a very old sabre-toothed tiger cub, set on a tray.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                The remarkably well-preserved mummified remains of a 32,000-year-old saber-toothed tiger cub, found by Russian scientists in the Siberian permafrost in the region of Sakha, is displayed at a laboratory in Yakutsk, Russia, on November 21, 2024.
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                Academy of Science of Sakha Republic / Reuters
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: A red-colored salmon pops above the surface of a stream.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A coho salmon emerges from Longfellow Creek in Seattle, Washington, on November 15, 2024, during its spawning migration.
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                [image: A bird flies past an old damaged houseboat on a lake.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bird flies past an old damaged houseboat on Dal Lake in Srinagar, Indian controlled Kashmir, on November 17, 2024.
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                [image: A man wears a WWII-era military uniform while standing inside a replica bomb shelter in a backyard.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Trad Casey poses with his homemade World War II replica Anderson shelter in his back garden, on November 17, 2024, in Weymouth, England. Casey, who is a history and home-front enthusiast, built the replica shelter as a peaceful retro retreat "man cave."
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                [image: Two martial artists fight side by side, wearing VR headsets.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Li Tsu-Hsuan of Taiwan competes against Nguyen Thanh Hien Linh of Vietnam at the inaugural World Taekwondo Virtual Championships in Singapore, on November 16, 2024.
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                [image: Several men tussle during an outdoor wrestling match, cheered on by onlookers.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Members of Uganda's Soft Ground Wrestling school perform for attendees during the third day of the Nyege Nyege Festival in Jinja, on November 16, 2024.
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                [image: An underwater view of a swimmer during a training session]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                An athlete trains ahead of the World Aquatics Open Water Swimming World Cup NEOM on day 18 of the NEOM Beach Games on November 19, 2024, in Neom, Saudi Arabia.
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                Jan Hetfleisch / Getty for NEOM Beach Games
                
            

        

        
        
        
    


    
    	
        
        
        
            
            
            
        
    

    
    
    	

        
            
                
                
                
                
                
                
                [image: People paddle and walk through a flooded street, beside a makeshift elevated wooden walkway.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                On November 20, 2024, residents ride boats and walk on a wooden footbridge in Dela Paz village, which remains flooded after Tropical Storm Trami hit a month ago, in Binan, Laguna province, Philippines. Storm-weary communities in the Philippines are beginning to rebuild after Super Typhoon Man-yi and five other storms in the past month devastated homes and displaced hundreds of thousands.
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                [image: Several children wearing traditional head wraps hold lanterns during a festival.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Children hold candles during a celebration of the Kalaw fireworks festival in Kalaw township, Myanmar's southeastern Shan State, on November 17, 2024.
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                [image: A shepherd, in silhouette, returns home with her flock at sunset.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A shepherd returns home with her flock at sunset, near the city of Al-Qasim in Iraq's Babylon governorate, south of the capital Baghdad, on November 15, 2024.
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                [image: People work to install one of half a dozen floating-pontoon pedestrian bridges across a wide, shallow river.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Laborers install a floating pontoon bridge across the river Ganges for devotees ahead of the upcoming Maha Kumbh festival in Prayagraj, India, on November 16, 2024.
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                [image: A person sleds down a hill in what appears to be a kayak.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A person sleds down a hill following snowfall on November 21, 2024, in Dorchester, England.
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                [image: A bicycle covered in snow leans on a fence.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                A bicycle covered with snow in the district of Montmartre, in Paris, France, on November 21, 2024
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                [image: Two people adjust ornaments on a tall Christmas tree inside an ornate room of Windsor Castle.]
            

            

            
        


        
            
                Royal-household staff pose for a photograph next to a decorated Christmas tree in Windsor Castle on November 21, 2024, in Windsor, England.
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  We want to hear what you think about this article. Submit a letter to the editor or write to letters@theatlantic.com.
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